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Abstract
First-generation college students are a growing and unique population in the United States. Firstgeneration college students face far more barriers to success when compared to their continuinggeneration peers. Student retention and success is a primary concern for institutions of higher
education in the United States as economic challenges and pressures grow. Therefore, retention
and success for the growing number of first-generation college students is a priority for higher
education leaders. A vital component of student retention and success is effective social
integration. A proven high-impact practice for increasing student social integration is
participation in a living-learning community. A descriptive phenomenological study was
conducted to describe the social integration experiences of first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-living-learning community. Data collected consisted of
semi-structured in-person interviews with 7 first-generation college students involved in a
leadership-based living-learning community during the 2018–2019 academic year. The findings
illuminated the specific social integration experiences and transitional issues faced by this
specific population. The findings suggested that this specific population faces a myriad of unique
barriers and challenges to social integration and success but that involvement in a living-learning
community positively impacts the student social integration experience.
Keywords: first-generation college student, social integration, transition, retention, livinglearning community
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In 2015, across all colleges and universities in the United States, roughly 11% of enrolled
students self-identified as first-generation college students. This number is expected to continue
to rise (Lang, 2015). Ward, Siegel, and Davenport (2012) described the first-generation student
as a “student for whom neither parent attained a baccalaureate degree” (p. 3). First-generation
college students are a growing and unique population that faces a myriad of significant financial,
academic, and social barriers to success. Compared to their continuing-generation peers, firstgeneration students face challenges in social integration at a much higher rate (Arensdorf &
Naylor-Tincknell, 2016; Macias, 2013).
Noted higher education researchers Pascarella, Terenzini, and Wolfle (1986) provided a
foundational definition of social integration in the higher education setting, asserting that social
integration consists of multiple components. First, the extent to which a student is involved in
extracurricular activities on campus; second, the extent to which the student has contact with
faculty outside of the classroom and the quality of that contact; and third, the quality of
relationship built with other students and peers. Watson (2014) further defined the three
dimensions of college student social integration as involvement in student organizations,
attendance at cultural, athletic, or social events, and engagement with faculty and staff outside of
the classroom.
Student retention is a primary concern for colleges and universities as economic
challenges plague the landscape of higher education (Fink & Inkelas, 2015; Muller et al., 2017).
Identifying effective strategies and best practices to support and retain, the growing population of
first-generation college students on college campuses across the United States is an increasing
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concern as attrition rates for first-generation students are climbing faster than ever before (Petty,
2014).
In the fast-paced and ever-changing landscape of American higher education, institutions
are implementing new practices and enhanced strategies to increase their competitiveness in the
marketplace. These tactics focus on improving both the social and academic experiences for
students with the ultimate goal of increasing student retention and graduation rates.
With the unique needs of first-generation students, many colleges and universities have
begun to invest more resources in programmatic retention efforts to meet the academic and social
integration needs of this specific population (Garcia, 2015; Petty, 2014; Rocconi, 2011). One
type of initiative that has grown significantly in popularity, and performance, is the formation
and implementation of residential living-learning communities (Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell,
2016; Dunn, Odom, Moore, & Rotter, 2016; Heaney & Fisher, 2011; Nosaka & Novak, 2014;
Wilson, Bjerke, & Martin, 2015).
A living-learning community is best described as a group of residential students living in
the same building or area who are structured around a specific academic major, academic
program, or theme. A living-learning community begins with a group of students who indicate
similar academic or personal interests, thus creating a community of peer-to-peer support.
Typically, these learning communities are tied explicitly to a residential programming model and
incorporate a collaborative relationship between faculty, staff, and students (e.g., 50 engineering
students living together on the same floor of a residence hall building). Numerous studies have
concluded that students involved in living-learning communities demonstrate a higher-grade
point average, positive social integration, the formation of progressive interpersonal
relationships, and increased retention and graduation rates (Dunn et al., 2016, Purdie & Rosser,
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2011; Wilson et al., 2015). According to Kalsbeek (2013), college retention, persistence, and
completion are considered a high priority for higher education leaders across the nation.
Therefore, involvement in a living-learning community is potentially beneficial to both the
individual student and the institution.
In this study, I explored first-generation college student social integration and transitional
experiences at a small, rural, Division II institution of higher education in the southeastern region
of the United States. The institution reports an undergraduate on-campus enrollment of
approximately 2,000 students and an online student body of about 2,400 students as of fall 2018.
According to the most recent data, approximately 40% of on-campus undergraduate students
identify as Black/African American; 45% Caucasian, Non-Hispanic; 3% Hispanic/Latino; 3%
Other/Multiracial; 5% Asian, and 4% Race/Ethnicity Unknown. This institution of higher
education serves a unique region of the United States referred to as the Black Belt (Tullos, 2004).
The Black Belt stretches across multiple states from Texas to Maryland. However, much of the
region is focused in the deep southern states of Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia.
The term “Black Belt” refers to the remarkably fertile, rich, dark black soil that
encouraged early pioneers to settle in the southeastern region of the United States (Tullos, 2004).
During the early to mid-19th century, this region was one of the wealthiest and most politically
powerful areas in the United States. The region’s commerce transformed small, rural towns into
bustling and booming cities. Populations in the area are confronted with a high unemployment
rate, inadequate K-12 education, and a declining population (Black Belt Action Commission,
2007). The Black Belt region of is burdened with an environment that is conducive to a wide
range of social, economic, cultural, health, political, and physical ills. The demographics
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reported by the Census Bureau Reports (2014) validated that the area is poor, rural,
underdeveloped, and comprised of low-achieving schools (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015).
In the fall of 2012, the institution in this study piloted six living-learning communities in
a newly opened freshman residence hall, to assist with student recruitment and retention. The
residence hall is a four-story, suite-style residence hall for new first-year students and houses up
to 459 students. The building is coed (single-gender by room) with private bathrooms, basic
cable television service, private bathrooms in each room, group study rooms, lounge areas on
each floor, a community lounge and TV room, wireless Internet service, centrally heated and air
conditioning, on-site laundry room with washers and dryers, retail dining facility on-site, and a
full-time live-in professional student affairs staff member. After the pilot year, there was no
assessment completed to measure the success of the living-learning communities either in
student grade point average, the level of student social integration, or level of student
engagement with faculty and staff. Instead, in the fall of 2013, the living-learning communities
were expanded to a total of 10 and became a mix of academic and interest-based throughout the
building based on student demand. This strategy poses a problem for for institution as no formal
assessment is being performed to measure the positive or negative effects of the living-learning
communities.
The Emerging Leaders’ Living-Learning Community (LLC) was created in the fall of
2013 to expose first-year students to various themes of leadership, create connections among
university faculty/staff, students, and peers, and create a community of future leaders with
specific programming focused on leadership development and student involvement. Each year 34
students are selected for the Emerging Leaders LLC and participate in a variety of forums and
events hosted by both university faculty/staff and student leaders at the institution. Also,
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participants partake in numerous self-assessments such as the Myers Brigg Type Indicator,
StrengthsFinder, International Personality Item Pool–Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Openness
(IPIP-NEO), and Mobile Emotional Intelligence Test (MEIT) questionnaire. These selfassessments are followed by a community discussion and reflection guided by student leaders
who previously participated in the Emerging Leaders LLC. To the present date, since the
creation of the community in 2013, approximately 50% of participants in the Emerging Leaders
LLC identify as a first-generation college student. This percentage is closely related to the
average incoming first-year student demographic. Sixty-five percent of the fall 2017 entering
first-year student cohort identified as a first-generation student. Table 1 highlights the number of
entering first-time students, the number of how many students self-identified as a first-generation
college student, and the freshman to sophomore retention rate from 2015–2017.
Table 1
Enrollment and Retention Rate of First-Year Students: Fall 2015-2017

Number of entering first-year students
Number of first-generation students
Number retained for second year
Percent retained for second year

2015
420
256
274
65.2%

2016
377
237
256
67.9%

2017
461
299
302
65.5%

Statement of the Problem
Student retention and success is a primary concern for American institutions of higher
education as economic challenges and pressures grow (Fink & Inkelas, 2015; Muller et al.,
2017). Retention for the growing number of first-generation college students is a priority of
higher education leaders (Garcia, 2015; Kalsbeek, 2013; Lang, 2015). Davis (2010) asserted,
“first-generation college students are more likely to drop out, more likely to take longer to
graduate if they do not drop out, and more likely to get less out of a college education” (p. 1).
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A vital component of student success is effective social integration. Tinto (1993)
proclaimed that social integration significantly impacts the likelihood of a student’s college
persistence and success in college. However, first-generation college students struggle with
effective social integration more so than their continuing-generation peers (Nichols & Islas,
2016; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Thus, effective programmatic intervention strategies to boost
first-generation college student social integration is of paramount importance for higher
education leaders to adopt and implement.
A proven practice for increasing student social integration is participation in a livinglearning community. According to a foundational study conducted by Inkelas, Vogt,
Longerbeam, Owen, and Johnson (2006), the researchers ascertained that “students in livinglearning programs are most likely to persist, exhibit stronger academic achievement, interact
with faculty, and engage” (p. 41). Current research on first-generation college students and
participation in a living-learning community demonstrates numerous positive outcomes
including effective social integration, academic integration, a higher grade point average,
increased engagement with institutional faculty and staff, formation of healthy interpersonal
relationships with fellow peers, stronger sense of satisfaction with their campus experience and
increased graduation rates (Dunn et al., 2016; Garcia, 2015; Petty, 2014; Purdie & Rosser, 2011;
Rocconi, 2011; Wilson et al., 2015).
Rural higher education institutions across the United States face distinctive challenges
with student retention and success (Evans, 2016). Rural students often are more academically
unprepared and face more significant economic barriers compared to students in urban areas
(McDonough, Gildersleeve, & Jarsky, 2010). Rural students are also more likely to be a firstgeneration college student (Hlinka, 2017). Thus, making success all that much more difficult.
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A deeper understanding of the social integration experiences that first-generation college
students face in the Emerging Leaders LLC at the institution can be transferable to other similar
type rural institutions with comparable student demographics and characteristics. A stronger
understanding of how institutions can adopt and implement best practices for better serving firstgeneration college students could assist as a springboard for addressing this problem across the
landscape of American higher education.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to describe the social
integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community. While there is a wealth of research on collegiate living-learning
communities and the academic benefits students gain from engagement and participation
(Kalsbeek, 2013; Muller et al., 2017; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Rocconi, 2011), far less research
exists on the social integration experiences of first-generation students and how social integration
is connected to academic success (Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell, 2016; Collet-Klingenberg,
Hribar, & Fenwick, 2015). A study of this nature may provide a stronger understanding of the
value of living-learning community programs and the impact that participation has on successful
student social integration and transition.
Research Questions
Relying on the foundational definition as postulated by Pascarella et al. (1986) and
endorsed by Watson (2014) for this research to discuss social integration, I will include three key
components. First, the degree to which a student is involved in extracurricular activities; second,
the degree to which a student engages with university faculty and staff outside of the classroom
and the quality of those interactions and experiences; and third, the degree to which a student
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engages with peers and other students and the quality of those interactions and experiences. The
research questions for this study were based on describing the social integration experiences of
first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community.
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
Definition of Key Terms
The following definitions are provided to allow for a common understanding of the
terminology used throughout this study.
Attrition. The failure of an institution to enroll a previously enrolled student in the
following semester (Kalsbeek, 2013).
Continuing-generation college student. A student with at least one parent who has
completed a four-year college degree (Davis, 2010).
First-generation college student. A student with no parent who has attained a four-year
college degree (Ward et al., 2012).
Freshman to sophomore retention rate. The measure of the rate at which first-time,
full-time students return the following fall semester (Hussar & Bailey, 2018).
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Living-learning community. A community of students living together in a campus
residence hall who share a common interest or academic major and participate together in extracurricular events tied to specific learning outcomes associated with the theme of their community
(Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell, 2016).
Social integration. The degree to which students are engaged with social aspects and life
at the institution such as involvement in student organizations and attendance at athletic,
recreational, or cultural events. Interaction with fellow students, as well as faculty and staff,
attribute to a student’s effective social integration (Tinto, 1993).
Transition experience. An anticipated, or an unanticipated event that is perceived as
significant by the student (Schreiner, 2012).
Delimitations
Delimitations set boundaries for the framework of the study and allow for a more narrow
scope (Creswell, 2014). The study was conducted at a single small, rural, Division II institution
located in the southeastern region of the United States. The study was limited to first-generation
college students enrolled at this institution who actively participated in the Emerging Leaders
LLC during the 2018-2019 academic year. Due to the narrow focus of the study’s participants,
first-generation college students at a rural institution actively participating in the Emerging
Leaders LLC, their described social integration experiences and transitional issues may be
different from those of other students. Students involved in other types of retention initiatives, or
not involved at all, may describe different social integration experiences. Additionally, this study
was limited to a single institution. Students attending a different institution may also experience
differences in their social integration experiences due to the available institutional resources,
programming, and initiatives.
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Limitations
Limitations are factors that limit the ability to generalize research findings based on the
methodology the researcher elects to engage in (Creswell, 2014). A significant limitation of this
study was that the research population of first-generation college students is not unique
compared to the research site institution’s overall student demographics. Because demographics
of the research population closely mirror the demographics of the total institutional population,
research conclusions may be less pertinent or unrelated to other institutions with a low to
moderate percentage of first-generation college students. The results of this study were derived
utilizing data from a small, rural, Division II institution of higher education located in the
southeastern region of the United States. The area is burdened with an environment that is
conducive to a wide range of economic and social challenges. Thus, while the research results
may be transferable to similar type higher education institutions that are rural and serve a large
percentage of first-generation students, the results may not be relevant for other types of higher
education institutions with dissimilar characteristics such as urban location, a different region of
the country, or low first-generation college student enrollment.
Other limitations include because the research participants are volunteers from a similar
and specific population; this may reduce the potential for generalization of the research findings
to other types of communities. While this study could be replicated, additional research would
need to be conducted at different sized institutions in varying regions with different
demographics to create more robust research findings.
Summary
According to Kalsbeek (2013), college retention, persistence, and completion are
considered a high priority for higher education leaders across the nation. There is a wealth of
research on collegiate living-learning communities, and the educational benefits students gain
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from engagement and participation (Kalsbeek, 2013; Muller et al., 2017; Purdie & Rosser, 2011;
Rocconi, 2011). However, far less research exists on the social integration challenges and
transitional issues first-generation college students face (Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell, 2016;
Collet-Klingenberg et al., 2015). The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to
describe the social integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a
leadership-based living-learning community.
Overview of Remaining Chapters
This study consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the study,
statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, background, research questions, definition of
key terms, limitations, and delimitations. Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature focused on
social integration and transitional programming in higher education, first-generation college
students, and the benefits of living-learning communities. Chapter 3 contains the research
methodology, description of the sample population, and data collection procedures. Chapter 4
presents the findings of the study and analysis. Finally, Chapter 5 offers a conclusion, discussion
of findings, and summary.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to describe the social
integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community. Chapter 2 offers a review of the literature that is relevant to the core
components of this study. The following review of the literature first begins by addressing the
theoretical framework of the study, including relevant research on student integration and
transitions. Pertinent information on the challenges first-generation college students face
concerning retention, academic progress, and social integration is also discussed. The next
section includes a brief historical summary of the development of housing and educationallyfocused residential communities in American higher education. Following this section, the
review of literature delivers information on living-learning communities in the United States and
well as the benefits of participation in a living-learning community. The review of the literature
concludes with a chapter summary.
An in-depth search was conducted for literature and reliable studies utilizing various
electronic databases such as the Abilene Christian University Library and Google Scholar.
Keywords and phrases used in the search were first-generation college students, transitional
struggles, social integration, student transitions, retention, and living-learning community.
Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study is to describe the social
integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community. The theoretical framework chosen for this is Schlossberg’s Transition
Theory (1981). This theoretical framework was chosen because the research questions focus on
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examining how first-generation college students describe their social integration experiences,
particularly their transitional experiences.
In its most simple form, transition theory serves as a model for researchers to better
understand how individuals process, move, and react to an event and how the individual adapts
post-event. Schlossberg describes that all individuals are involved in a transition at any point in
time. Schlossberg first highlights three varying types of transitions; anticipated transitions,
unanticipated transitions, and non-events (Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016). Anticipated
transitions are events that predictably occur, such as college graduation, getting a job after a
great interview, or planning and having a child. An unanticipated transition is an event that is not
predictable or scheduled. Examples of an unanticipated transition include the sudden death of a
loved one, a sudden and unexpected divorce from a spouse, becoming seriously ill, a car
accident, or a job layoff. The final type of transitional event is a non-event. A non-event is
described as a transition is likely to occur, but instead does not occur. An example of a non-event
is the failure to be admitted to college, the inability to retire at a certain age, not having a child,
or not receiving the promotion at work that was a given.
Enrolling in college is a significant event in an individual’s life that can be as equally
exciting as it is nerve-racking. Social integration into a new community is a transitional event
and can be a stressful time for students. They are confronted with a host of academic, emotional,
and social stressors in their new roles as collegiate students. While many students will thrive
with the numerous opportunities for personal growth, some are simply unable to adjust to the
rigors and demands of college adequately. Schreiner (2012) asserted that successful transitions
are an essential aspect of a student’s ability to be successful and complete their college
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education. Individuals can experience a transition at any stage of life, and many can struggle
with managing a transitional experience.
Schlossberg identifies four factors that significantly influence an individual’s ability to
cope with a transitional experience. The four factors are situation, self, support, and strategies,
commonly referred to as the four S’s of transition (Patton et al., 2016). For an individual to
successfully and effectively cope with a transitional experience, it is imperative that adequate
resources are available in each of the four areas of transition. After a transitional event occurs,
the individual moves into the transition process. Patton et al. (2016) stated, “Transitions may
lead to growth, but decline is also a possible outcome, and individuals experiencing transition
may view them with ambivalence” (p. 38).
Situation. The first “S” described by Schlossberg is situation. This factor examines what
precisely triggered this transition, what events have transpired before the event, is this timing
good or bad, or does the individual have control of the situation during this transition. In essence,
the situational factor includes the trigger of the transitional event, an individual’s control of the
event, the role an individual plays in that event, and any previous experience with a similar type
of event (Patton et al., 2016). An individual’s situation during a transition can be a significant
influencer in the individual’s ability to process and cope with the transition. An example of this
would be the sudden death of a loved one. An unexpected death would cause a high level of
stress and anxiety for an individual and create a sense of overwhelming pressure.
Self. The second “S” is self. This factor is divided into two distinct categories; personal
and demographic characteristics, and psychological resources. An individual’s personal and
demographic characteristics such as gender, age, and ethnicity affect how an individual views
and experiences life events. Psychological resources, which include an individual’s self-efficacy,
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spirituality, and resiliency, also aid in an individual’s knowledge and ability to personally cope
with a transitional event (Patton et al., 2016).
Support. The third “S” is support. This factor is made up of three subcategories; types,
functions, and measurements. The support factor describes social support during a transitional
event and includes support from family, friends, communities, or other relationships the
individual may have and seek help from (Patton et al., 2016). For an individual to be successful
during a transitional event, it is crucial to have a robust system of support.
Strategies. The final “S” is strategies. This factor includes means of coping with a
transitional event, including modeling the situation, controlling the meaning of the problem, and
managing the stress of the event afterward (Patton et al., 2016). Patton et al. (2016) described
four different types of strategic coping models. Those models are information seeking, direct
action, inhibition of action, and intrapsychic behavior. Patton et al. (2016) stated, “Individuals
who cope effectively demonstrate flexibility and use multiple methods” (p. 39). Individuals cope
with transitional events in many different ways. Some withdraw while others take charge.
Schlossberg (2011) asserted that the ability to utilize multiple coping strategies is best for a
successful transition.
Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory initially was categorized as merely a philosophy
of aiding adults in transition and offering information on how best to cope with a transitional
experience (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). However, Schlossberg (2011)
contends that the goal of the theory is to develop a framework for an understanding of all types
of individuals in a transitional experience. Since its inception, the model has continued to mature
and progress. Evans et al. (2010) regarding Schlossberg’s Transition Theory asserted:
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The framework is comprehensive in scope, highly integrative of other theoretical
contributions, and conceptually and operationally sound. The authors have taken a vast
array of writings and gleaned the most important concepts from them, added their
insights, and created a dynamic model that can provide a solid foundation for practice
that is responsive to both commonalities and idiosyncrasies. Schlossberg’s openness to
criticism and her willingness to revise and extend her theory since its inception have
resulted in a practical resource for assisting college students in dealing with change. (p.
225)
Thus, Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory applies to first-year college students. Firstgeneration college students involved in the Emerging Leaders LLC experience both anticipated
and unanticipated transitions. Anticipated transitions, events that are often obvious and
predictable, include, but are not limited to, a student being accepted to a college or university
after graduating from high school, adjusting to the demand, difficulty, and rigor of collegiate
coursework based on a student’s prior academic experiences, and settling into a new living
environment. Unanticipated transitions, events that are unpredictable and extremely stressful,
include, but are not limited to, difficulty forming friendships and making meaningful connections
with fellow peers, interacting with faculty outside of the classroom, and feeling comfortable
seeking academic assistance. Interestingly, unanticipated transitions often provide a more
significant experience for learning and personal growth compared to the more normative and
expected anticipated transitions (Evans et al., 2010).
Evans et al. (2010) stated that more research, both qualitative and quantitative on
transition theory, is needed. However, the researchers note that “qualitative research might
present a better place to start in that transitions could be viewed holistically, as perceived by
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individuals experiencing them” (p. 226). The researchers also call for specifically more research
related to marginalized student populations such as first-generation college students in order to
“increase our understanding of, and ability to assist with, various transitions that these students
experience” (p. 226). This study sought precisely to do that.
First-Generation College Students
From 2001 to 2015, the American collegiate higher education system experienced a 25%
growth in overall enrollment from 15.9 million students to 20 million students (Hussar & Bailey,
2018). According to Hussar and Bailey (2018), enrollment in American colleges and universities
is expected to continue to increase by 13% between 2015 and 2026 to approximately 22.6
million students. In 2015, across all colleges and universities in the nation, roughly 11% of
enrolled students self-identified as first-generation college students (Lang, 2015). Ward et al.
(2012) described the first-generation student as a “student for whom neither parent attained a
baccalaureate degree” (p. 3).
As overall enrollment increases exponentially, more and more first-generation college
students are also enrolling at colleges and universities each year (Davis, 2010; Jehangir, 2008;
Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Smith, 2015). First-generation college students are a growing and unique
population that faces a myriad of significant financial, academic, and social barriers to success.
Compared to their continuing-generation peers, first-generation students face challenges in both
academic persistence and social integration at a much higher rate (Arensdorf & NaylorTincknell, 2016; Macias, 2013). Further, Davis (2010) asserted, “first-generation college
students are more likely to drop out, more likely to take longer to graduate if they do not drop
out, and more likely to get less out of a college education” (p. 1). From a retention lens, Somers,
Woodhouse, and Cofer (2004) stated, “First-generation students need both academic and social
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support from the beginning of their college experience” (p. 430). Successful transitions are an
integral part of a student’s ability to persist towards degree completion. Many students who
choose to leave college do so during a transitional period (Schreiner, 2012).
Student retention is a primary concern for colleges and universities as economic
challenges plague the landscape of higher education (Fink & Inkelas, 2015; Muller et al., 2017).
For first-generation college students, both retention and graduation rates are much lower
compared to continuing-generation students with at least one parent who has completed a
bachelor’s degree (Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). As the number
of first-generation college students increases, the population, demographics, and needs of the
average student drastically change.
Several potential factors have contributed to the low retention and graduation rates of
first-generation college students and lead to a student departing the institution. The two foremost
reasons for first-generation college student departure are trouble adapting to the rigors of more
difficult academic coursework and the failure to fully socially integrate into the collegiate
community (Chen, 2016; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2014; Garcia, 2015; Nichols & Islas, 2016;
Petty, 2014; Soria & Mitchell, 2015; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
Academic challenges. First-generation students label academic change as one of the
most challenging parts of transitioning to college (Petty, 2014). Although this transition can be
difficult, a successful academic transition to college is a vital component for retention and
persistence. Academic transitional challenges are influenced by pre-college characteristics and
preparedness and academic integration with institutional faculty and staff (Evans, 2016).
First-generation college students are typically academically unprepared to adapt to the
academic rigors and demands of collegiate-level coursework compared to their continuing-
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generation peers (Garcia, 2015; Soria & Mitchell, 2015; Ward et al., 2012). Before even
beginning their first collegiate course, first-generation college students are more likely to have
specific impeding pre-college characteristics such as a low high school GPA or low ACT/SAT
score compared to their continuing-generation peers, which puts them at a disadvantage for
success (Petty, 2014). Numerous researchers have concluded that first-generation college
students typically have lower high school GPAs, lack the necessary study skills to be successful,
and battle a low sense of academic self-efficacy (Majer, 2009; Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria,
2012). In addition, Stebleton and Soria (2012) asserted that first-generation college students
demonstrate weaker cognitive and problem-solving skills compared to their continuinggeneration peers.
Many first-generation students are required to take remedial classes to begin their college
careers, which further separates and alienates them from their continuing-generation peers
(Chen, 2016). This limitation and the need for remedial coursework often result in the
development of low academic self-efficacy and self-confidence (Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
College readiness significantly influences retention. Poor academic preparation in a high school
environment is directly correlated to a student being academically unprepared for a successful
transition to a collegiate environment. Impeding pre-college characteristics and remedial
coursework to begin their college career create stressors that can obstruct a first-generation
college student’s successful academic transition.
Engagement with institutional faculty and staff is an essential piece of successful
academic integration for first-generation college students (Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stebleton &
Soria, 2012). Davis (2010) advocated that meaningful encounters with institutional faculty and
staff significantly impacted and influenced student success and persistence. However, first-
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generation college students often struggle with engaging with institutional faculty and staff, even
stating that they are fearful of conversing with a faculty member (Nichols & Islas, 2016).
Interestingly, Nichols and Islas (2016) found that continuing-generation students were far more
likely to approach, speak, and ask for assistance from faculty members compared to their firstgeneration peers. This failure to engage can be attributed to a lack of confidence approaching an
expert in academia. The lack of faculty engagement can significantly affect the student academic
experience and proves to be a barrier to successful academic transitions for first-generation
college students. Prior research suggests that a student’s ability to successfully navigate through
their educational journey is heavily predicated on engagement with institutional faculty
(Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
Social integration challenges. First-generation college students experience the social
aspect of college differently than their continuing-generation peers. First-generation college
students struggle to adjust to the college experience and face difficulty developing meaningful
relationships with their peers and institutional faculty and staff (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2014;
Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
Being the first person in a family to attend college comes with daunting stress and
heightened family expectations. Understandably, parents who never attended college often are
not able to adequately prepare their students for college. Further, first-generation students are
expected to continue to balance their family responsibilities along with their newfound academic
and social collegiate duties. Petty (2014) asserted, “Many first-generation students are forced to
have multiple roles while attempting to attend college” (p. 258). They often straddle and work to
balance the culture at home and the culture at college. Balancing two different cultures proves to
make the transition to college more difficult as well as make the ability to develop a social
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support system at college possible. First-generation college students find themselves at an
informational disadvantage due to their parents having no college experience or wisdom to
impart. The transitional experience of attending college and being the first in the family to do so
has a significant impact on the successful outcome of that transition (Covarrubias & Fryberg,
2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). While Stebleton and Soria (2012) asserted, “First-generation
students often recognize and acknowledge that they will need assistance to address the barriers to
success” (p. 12) first-generation students rarely find that support from their parents who did not
attend college (Nichols & Islas, 2016; Petty, 2014). While the lack of support from parents is
evident, many first-generation college students find their primary motivation to attend college
and be successful comes from their desire to honor family members (Petty, 2014). Due to the
tug-of-war between family life and college life, first-generation college students often “feel a
cultural, social, and emotional disconnect from campus life” (Stebleton & Soria, 2012, p. 14).
Developing relationships with both peers and faculty and staff is a critical aspect of
student success (Garcia, 2015; Jenkins, Belanger, Connally, Boals, & Duron, 2013). The
increased difficulty in developing authentic connections with both peers and faculty and staff
hinders first-generation students from creating secure interpersonal connections. Jenkins et al.
(2013) asserted, “Supportive peer relationships are important for adaption to college and may be
more difficult for first-generation undergraduates to establish” (p. 131).
Developing a support system while in college is critical for social integration and success
(Davis, 2010). Stebleton and Soria (2012) asserted, “First-generation students may feel a
cultural, social, and emotional disconnect from campus life” (p. 14). Students who participate in
extracurricular activities with their peers while in college are more likely to be retained and
persist to the next year (Muller et al., 2017; Nichols & Islas, 2016; Ward et al., 2012). While
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extracurricular activities and participating in student organizations are fantastic avenues for
student involvement, many first-generation students are fearful of engaging in activities and
conversations with others (Garcia, 2015; Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Firstgeneration students often experience internal conflict with involvement in campus extracurricular
activities. First-generation students worry that getting involved in activities outside of the
classroom may negatively impact their academic performance (Garcia, 2015; Stebleton & Soria,
2012). However, involvement in extracurricular activities while in college creates opportunities
for interpersonal relationships to flourish. Garcia (2015) reported that first-generation college
students achieved more significant gains in critical thinking as a result of extracurricular
involvement compared to their continuing-generation peers. Researchers must investigate and
find ways to address the problem of first-generation student social integration at an institution in
order to increase retention.
History of Residential Communities
The history of on-campus residential living in the United States has exemplified how
residential life has evolved to meet the growing needs and demands of collegiate students. From
meager rooms that solely provided shelter to various multifaceted structures with a multitude of
amenities, university housing has changed significantly over time. Historically, the advancement
of American student housing can be organized into three separate phases: the colonial period, the
mid-to-late 19th century, and the 20th century (Frederiksen, 1993).
The first era began with the establishment of Harvard College in 1636 and lasted until the
beginning of the Civil War in 1861. This phase is classified as a separate era because of the
significant amount of influence of universities in England on the American higher education
system. The colleges established during the colonial period were founded with the intent to serve
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the local community. However, as time passed, more and more students from outside the
community were admitted into the colleges. The small communities in which colleges were
located did not have enough housing to meet the needs of incoming students. Therefore, the lack
of housing forced Colonial colleges to build dormitories. Early dormitories were usually crudely
built log houses with two to three students assigned to each room. Unlike today, dormitories in
the Colonial colleges did not provide amenities such as furniture, bedding, or candles.
From the very beginning, American higher education was modeled after the renowned
and established English universities such as Oxford and Cambridge. In England, residential
communities were erected to accommodate students who regularly had to travel long distances
from home to campus. Professors were responsible for teaching while other staff focused on the
discipline and supervision of the students. At the forefront of the English model, the main focus
was for faculty to form meaningful relationships with students without being responsible for the
monitoring of behavior or discipline. Administrators of colleges and universities in the United
States strived to replicate the English model of residential communities with an overall goal of
building positive relationships between faculty and students. However, numerous factors made
this a challenge. Like England, in the United States, students often traveled great distances to
receive a formal education. Parents of students sending their children far from home expected an
institution to deliver an adequate living and learning environment (Henry, 2003). Unlike
England, because of a lack of funding, faculty were charged with both the responsibility of
formal educational instruction and the discipline of students. Administrators assumed the role of
teacher, parent, and disciplinarian. The approach to teaching became commonly known as “in
loco parentis,” meaning in place of the parent (Willoughby, Carroll, Marshall, & Clark, 2009).
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Early Colonial colleges and universities were significantly hampered financially
compared to their English counterparts. Regardless, the number of colleges and universities in
the United States grew at a significant rate between 1800 and the Civil War. Henry (2003) stated
that instead of blending the academic and social lives of students, the root of the English system
of residential facilities, few meaningful relationships between students and faculty were formed
in the American models. As a consequence, questionable conduct and unruliness, traits often
stereotypically associated with the characteristics of a dormitory, emerged. Poor living
conditions, disciplinary issues, and adversarial relationships between faculty and students did not
mirror the facilities in England as was initially intended. The English model continued to
influence the functions of American colleges and universities until the time of the Civil War
(Frederiksen, 1993).
The second phase of American higher education occurred during the mid-to-late
nineteenth century. During this phase, the German education system exerted influence.
Following the Civil War, numerous Americans ventured to Germany to supplement their
education. German education primarily focused on research and paid very little attention to the
students’ development. Graduates of the German institutions brought back this new concept to
American institutions, which resulted in a widening of the gap between the classroom and the
experiences outside of the school. Many top-level college administrators promoted the German
model believes that the focus on institutions should be on research and instruction. Institutions
began to devalue the importance of student housing and the many benefits of education outside
of the classroom (Rudolph, 1990). During this period, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, several university presidents from major American colleges criticized residence halls as
a waste of university funds and deemed any construction and upkeep as wasteful spending
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(Frederiksen, 1993). Because of the negative perception of residence halls, very few campuses
constructed new student housing. This era saw the most significant decline of student housing in
American history due to the influence of the educational model practiced in Germany.
To this point, higher education was almost totally unavailable to the average industrial or
agricultural worker in the United States. Institutions solely focused on classical studies such as
law, medicine, religion, and philosophy and thus was only applicable and available to the small
wealthy upper-class. By the early start of the new century, top-level university administrators
began to support the concept of on-campus student housing, and new construction rapidly
expanded. Bolstered by the passing of the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, the United States
sought to make higher education more accessible. The Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862 signed
into law by President Abraham Lincoln provided approximately 30,000 acres for each state
senator and representative in Congress to expand higher education. States were given incentives
to open new institutions targeted towards arts such as agriculture, mechanics, mining, and
military instruction. The Morrill Land Grant Act expanded access to higher education to the
working-class population who otherwise would not have been able to attain a college degree and
addressed the growing need for skilled workers in the United States (Thelin, 2011). The second
Morrill Act passed in 1890 targeted southern reconstruction. This act led to the creation of
approximately 17 predominately African American colleges and 30 American Indian colleges
(Thelin, 2011). As higher education became more accessible, and more students enrolled, the
need for more student housing was clear. The significant expansion of student housing defined
the third stage of American student housing. Since funds were limited, many university
construction projects were supported through private gifts. The restricted financial support for
student housing construction continued until the involvement of the federal government in the
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1930s. In 1933, with the establishment of the Federal Emergency Administration of Public
Works, by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the federal government committed to reducing
unemployment through construction and other public works. The division of housing, under the
umbrella of the Public Works Administration, endorsed programs that encouraged the
construction of low-cost general housing. Several American universities qualified for funding
through this initiative and were able to expand their student residential housing. Following the
efforts of the Public Works Administration, the next significant growth of collegiate student
housing came after World War II. Constant and rapid growth in the enrollment in American
institutions of higher education occurred due to the introduction of The Servicemen’s
Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the G.I. Bill (Lucas, 1994). The G.I. Bill provided
opportunities to over 16 million veterans returning home from World War II and was signed into
law by President Roosevelt on June 22, 1944.
This act delivered federal aid to assist veterans in readjusting to life as a civilian.
Monetary assistance was given for the purchase of homes, businesses, and to seek higher
education. By 1947, over two million veterans of World War II were enrolled in colleges and
universities (Altschuler & Blumin, 2009). The G.I. Bill almost doubled the number of students
enrolled in the American higher education system within the first year. The effect of this
enlarged enrollment created an overcrowded environment at nearly all institutions. Current
housing facilities were outdated and inadequate, which prompted the building of new residential
facilities to accommodate the number of veterans enrolling in the higher education system.
Frederiksen (1993) stated that the federal government predicted that an increase in
college enrollment would continue throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In 1950, Title IV of the
Housing Act was passed by Congress to create a more stable solution for the collegiate housing
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shortage. Title IV provided loans for educational institutions to begin building new facilities and
for making repairs to existing structures. These loans came with low-interest rates over many
years, which attracted both public and private universities. Construction for student housing
flourished across the nation during the 1950s and 1960s, primarily due to the funding provided
by Title IV. However, many of these facilities were not designed for the quality of the students’
educational experience. Instead, these facilities were built to accommodate many students,
serving as a fast solution to the collegiate housing shortage. From the 1950s to the 1970s, the
most used model of student housing consisted of high-rise towers with traditional hallway
designs and shared bathrooms. These buildings were designed to include centrally located
elevators, anchored furniture, and shared bathrooms. The long hallways of rooms were designed
to achieve the maximum capacity of residents. These buildings are known today as traditional
hallway designed residence halls. During the 1970s, many institutions changed their policies and
began to require students to reside on campus. This policy change came into effect due to the
increasing amount of debt owed by universities and the inability to maximize the capacity of
their residence halls (Henry, 2003). Upcraft and Pilato (1982) asserted that during this time, the
concept of “in loco parentis” was abandoned and replaced with rules and regulations along with
programs, services, and activities that promoted student development. Some other facilities
changes also occurred in order to encourage student development. Anchored furniture was
replaced with movable furniture, residents were encouraged to decorate their rooms, and many
institutions remodeled older hallway designs into two double bedroom apartment-style residence
halls in an effort to meet the students’ desire for flexibility, space, and privacy. These renovated
residence halls were also updated to include bathrooms for each apartment. The majority of
traditional residence halls built throughout the 1980s included bathrooms between rooms,
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creating the adjoined suite-style room. Because of these many modifications to both facilities and
policies, collegiate housing occupancy stabilized.
During the 1980s, colleges and universities around the country experienced an increase in
the number of students desiring to live on campus in residence halls because of a variety of
reasons. These reasons included a rise in females attending college, an increase in AfricanAmerican students, and an overall increase in males. With around a 50% projected enrollment
increase throughout the 1980s, many campuses did not have enough bed space for incoming
students. During the 1990s, many institutions constructed apartment-style residence halls, which
are suite-style rooms that contained two double rooms, a living room, and a bathroom. An
emphasis was placed on providing amenities such as air conditioning, full kitchens, and private
bathrooms. Renovations to older residence halls continued as campuses attempted to offer more
amenities to pre-existing structures. As the new millennium emerged, American higher education
experienced its most substantial growth in enrollment in history. Howe and Strauss (2000) stated
that the arrival of the first 100-million-person-generation, or “the millennial generation,” forced
universities to expand their campuses through construction in order to accommodate this new
population.
Formation of Student Affairs
Interestingly, the field of student affairs in American higher education developed long
after the establishment of the first and early colleges and universities. While colleges and
universities boasted numerous professors and notable presidents, the small enrollment numbers
dictated fewer administrative personnel needs than the staffing we see today at modern
institutions. According to Arminio, Ortiz, Schuh, Jones, and Torres (2017):
From 1700 to 1900, less than 5 percent of Americans between the ages of eighteen and
twenty-two enrolled in college. Between World Wars I and II, this figure increased to
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about 20 percent, rising to 33 percent in 1960, and dramatically expanding to more than
50 percent in the 1970s. (p. 4)
This significant enrollment growth signaled the transformation of American higher education
from the elite privileged few to instead being more accessible to the masses. To manage the more
significant enrollment numbers, university presidents turned to newly created positions targeted
towards administration, enrollment management, student success, and the overall university
experience to handle the more significant number of students attending.
Before the U.S. Civil War, the vast majority of American colleges and universities
focused solely on the intellectual aspect of a student’s life. Moving into the Student Personnel
Move (1914–1945) and the Golden Age of Higher Education (1945–1970), institutions
demonstrated an interest in promoting both intellectual pursuits and creating an active social
culture on campus. The small group of administrative staff and professors were simply not
enough to manage and achieve these new goals. Thus, new administrative positions were created
with specific responsibilities targeted towards student engagement and assistance. Gerda (2007)
describes these new positions as “Academic professionals whose primary responsibilities were
students and their welfare” (p. 149).
Arminio et al. (2017) asserted that the first professionals to truly embrace the role and the
fundamental tenets of student affairs were “women faculty members at several colleges and
universities in the Midwest and Eastern United States” (p. 21). One of the first of these newly
created roles was the Dean of Women Alice Freeman Palmer, employed by the University of
Chicago in 1892. Palmer served as a professor of history in addition to her administrative duties
as Dean of Women. Palmer and her Assistant Dean of Women Marion Talbot wanted to
exchange ideas and share experiences with other professionals engaged in the same line of work.
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Thus, they began organizing recurring meetings with other female student affairs professionals
starting in 1901. Originally founded as the Association of Collegiate Alumnae (ACA), this
organization was eventually renamed the Association of Deans of Women (NADW) in 1916
(Arminio et al., 2017, p. 22). Fascinatingly, the Dean of Men position was created in response to
the Dean of Women position. The Dean of Men position was also created to allow for more
administrative oversight of the growing study body in American colleges and universities. The
first Dean of Men was Thomas Arkle Clark at the University of Illinois (Arminio et al., 2017, p.
23).
The creation of regional and national student affairs professional organizations with
recurring annual meetings bolstered the profession and allowed the free exchange of ideas and
social networking opportunities. The early deans of both women and men were instrumental in
this endeavor. As student enrollment continued to grow, no longer could a single dean handle all
of the administrative responsibilities. Thus, multiple new offices and personnel were added with
even more specific job duties. Walter Dill Scott, the eventual President of his alma mater
Northwestern University, is credited with the shift away from a singular dean of men and women
and the establishment of personnel offices to aid in both enrollment management and student
retention. Members of student personnel offices founded the National Association of
Appointment Services (NAAS) in 1924, which later became the American College Personnel
Association (ACPA), which is an organization that remains active to present-day (Arminio et al.,
2017, p. 26). In almost the same period, the existing organization for Dean of Men voted to adopt
a new name and changed to the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators
(NASPA). Today, these two organizations, ACPA and NASPA, exist for student affairs
professionals to share information, network, and work together to better the profession.
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Living-Learning Communities
A living-learning community is best described as a group of residential students living in
the same building or area who are structured around a specific academic major, academic
program, or theme. The idea of a living-learning community begins with a group of students who
share similar academic or personal interests, thus creating a community of peer-to-peer support.
Typically, these learning communities are tied explicitly to a residential programming model and
incorporate a collaborative relationship between faculty, staff, and students. A living-learning
community can vary based on culture, interests, experiences, hobbies, student classification, or
academic major.
Initially, these communities built around common interests began as social clubs at
Oxford and Yale University during the colonial period. Later, these clubs evolved into
residential-based intentional learning communities at Yale, Harvard, and Princeton (Inkelas,
2006). The formation of the modern-day living-learning community as we see it today began at
the University of Wisconsin in the late 1920s with team-taught courses and faculty engagement
with students in the dormitories (Stier, 2014). Since that point, numerous higher education
researchers have reported on the many benefits of participation in a living-learning community
prompting the explosion of these programs across the nation (Inkelas, 2006).
The modern concept of today’s living-learning community can be primarily attributed to
higher education practitioners and researchers John Dewey and Alexander Meiklejohn, who first
advocated for collaborative experiences between faculty and students, an alternative teaching
method to lecture-based instruction (Smith, MacGregor, Matthews, & Gabelnick, 2004). Dewey
propagated the idea that students’ individual learning experiences should also contribute to other
students’ learning experiences (Dewey, 1974). Dewey viewed student learning as a social
process that was dependent on student engagement with others and the promotion of idea sharing
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and understanding different perspectives. Dewey advocated for a teaching style in which
professors took a less authoritarian position in the classroom and instead embraced the role of a
group leader to facilitate discussion and encourage students to shape their educational
experience.
Much like Dewey, Meiklejohn strived to enhance the delivery of education. Serving as a
professor of philosophy in the 1920s at the University of Wisconsin, he was gravely concerned
that America’s higher education was not providing enough active learning opportunities for
students. Active learning opportunities, Meiklejohn believed, were critical to the development of
students and the continuation of individuals being actively involved in a democratic society
(Smith et al., 2004). Meiklejohn sought to integrate the learning and living experience by
requiring students during their first two years of higher education to participate in a “general
education curriculum-related specifically to democracy and citizenship” (Smith et al., 2004, p.
28). He coined the phrase “experimental college,” where students engaged in active learning
opportunities that closely involved and promoted interaction with institutional faculty.
In the following years, the experimental college model began to appear at other higher
education institutions across the country and continued on a small scale to influence student
learning. It was not until the 1980s that American higher education saw an explosion of livinglearning community programs and practices across the United States (Inkelas, 2006; Stier, 2014).
According to Soldner and Szelenyi (2008), “living-learning programs have emerged as one of
many institutional responses to calls for strengthening the undergraduate educational experience
and delivering supportive services targeted to particular populations” (p. 15). Seeing the success
at other institutions with increased student retention and heightened levels of positive student

33
experiences, institutions began to investigate the effectiveness and feasibility of the livinglearning community model.
Inkelas, Szelenyi, Soldner, and Brower (2007) conducted a longitudinal, mixed-methods
national study of American living-learning programs in order to develop a multi-institutional
database and work to report and improve on best practices. Forty-six distinct institutions, over
600 living-learning programs, and more than 20,000 students participated in the study. The
researchers ascertained that approximately half of living-learning programs were operated under
the umbrella of the institution’s housing and residence life department, and 64% incorporated
some type of involvement with faculty members. The researchers also reported that
contemporary living-learning programs were moving towards a more interest-based thematic
approach rather than strictly academic. For example, a community of individuals with a shared
interest in civic engagement, wellness/health, or cultural immersion.
Today, living-learning communities can be found on the vast majority of American
higher education campuses (Fink & Inkelas, 2015). Love (2012) reported that over 800 colleges
and universities throughout the United States offer a learning community program. As a proven
high-impact practice, institutions and national higher education associations have accepted the
proven positive outcomes associated with student involvement in an LLC (Inkelas, 2006).
Benefits of Living-Learning Communities
After the eruption of a large number of various types of living-learning communities all
across the nation, higher education researchers sought to assess, evaluate, and report on the
actual student outcomes of these communities. Notable higher education foundational
researchers such as Astin (1977, 1984), Chickering (1974), Pascarella (1984), and Tinto (1975,
1993), all published scholarly works on the wide variety of benefits students gain from
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involvement in a living-learning community. To summarize, the researchers concluded that
participation in a living-learning community is linked to a wide array of positive educational
outcomes, including but not limited to, a higher grade point average, positive social integration,
formation of progressive interpersonal relationships, and increased retention and graduation
rates.
In the present American higher education system, similar issues of the need to increase
student retention and promote positive social integration still exist and are considered a top
priority for higher education leaders (Kalsbeek, 2013). In today’s academic research, higher
education investigators continue to evaluate, assess, and report on living-learning community
student learning outcomes and benefits. Numerous, more recent studies have concluded that
students involved in living-learning communities demonstrate a higher grade point average,
positive social integration, formation of progressive interpersonal relationships, and increased
retention and graduation rates (Dunn et al., 2016, Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Wilson et al., 2015).
First-generation college students are a growing and unique population in American
higher education (Lang, 2015). For first-generation college students, both retention and
graduation rates are much lower compared to continuing-generation students with at least one
parent who has completed a bachelor’s degree (Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stephens et al., 2014).
From a retention lens, Somers et al. (2004) stated, “First-generation students need both academic
and social support from the beginning of their college experience” (p. 430). With the unique
needs of first-generation students, many colleges and universities have begun to invest more
resources in programmatic retention efforts, specifically in living-learning communities as a
means to meet the academic and social integration challenges of this specific population (Garcia,
2015; Petty, 2014; Rocconi, 2011).
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Academic benefits. First-generation students label academic change as one of the most
challenging parts of transitioning to college (Petty, 2014). Research supports that participation in
a living-learning community contributes to an improved level of overall grade point average,
persistence, graduation rate, engagement with institutional faculty and staff, and academic
integration compared to peers not involved in a living-learning community (Adams, 2014; Davis,
2010; Heaney & Fisher, 2011; Muller et al., 2017; Nosaka & Novak, 2014; Purdie & Rosser,
2011; Stier, 2014).
Living-learning communities are a proven intervention to assist students in the academic
transition. In a mixed-methods study, Hansen, Meshulam, and Parker (2013) sought to ascertain
the effectiveness of a math-based learning community on first-year student academic
performance. The study was conducted at a large, urban, public university in the Midwestern
region of the United States. Participants included 58 students in a test group and 59 students in a
control group, where both groups received instruction from the same instructor in an introduction
to algebra course. Sixty-seven percent of the test group reported being a first-generation college
student. The researchers collected data through pre and post-survey, academic achievement, and
GPA after the semester and in-depth student interviews. The researchers measured academic
performance, students’ perceptions of learning gains and benefits, math performance selfefficacy, understanding of academic resources, and campus engagement. Results indicated that
the test group involved in the living-learning community demonstrated significantly higher rates
of test scores and utilized academic tutoring and support at a higher frequency compared to the
control group.
In addition to achieving acceptable scores, students must also develop relationships with
and be willing to engage with faculty. Many first-generation college students struggle with
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engaging with institutional faculty (Wang, 2013). Smith (2015) engaged in a mixed-methods
study to ascertain how living-learning communities, and engagement with institutional faculty,
assist in a student’s academic integration. Results indicated that students who were active and
met with their faculty mentors demonstrated higher grade point averages and persisted at a
higher rate compared to their peers. When first-generation college students invest in an
interpersonal relationship with an institutional faculty member, they have an opportunity to gain
a mentor and a supporter of their academic pursuits. Further, Davis (2010) asserted that
meaningful encounters with institutional faculty and staff significantly impacted and influenced
student success and persistence.
Social integration benefits. Compared to their continuing-generation peers, firstgeneration students face challenges in social integration at a much higher rate (Arensdorf &
Naylor-Tincknell, 2016; Macias, 2013). Research supports that a living-learning community
assists students during the social transition process into the collegiate environment (DeAngela &
Franke, 2016; Garcia, 2015; Jenkins et al., 2013; Rocconi, 2011; Wang, 2013; Watson, 2014).
Arensdorf and Naylor-Tincknell (2016) asserted, “Learning communities provide value-added
social and psychological benefits to the students who participate” (p. 13).
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) summarized all significant research, up to that point in
time, regarding the social integration benefits of living on campus. The authors determined that
residence hall living is positively connected to a range of progressive social outcomes such as
increases in autonomy, independence, cultural and intellectual values, gains in tolerance,
empathy, and ability to relate with others. Jaffee, Carle, Phillips, and Paltoo (2008) investigated
the impact of living-learning communities on a student’s social community, peer friendship, and
classroom dynamics. The study was conducted at a medium-sized regional public university in
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the American southeast. The authors collected data from three different types of learning
communities at the same institution: (a) residential freshman learning communities, (b) nonresidential freshman learning communities, and (c) conventional freshman courses. To
appropriately measure the positive and negative outcomes from each cohort a Likert-scaled
based survey was distributed which included key questions relating to social integration such as:
“a sense of community developed among the students in this class,” “the friendships I have
established in this class have increased my satisfaction with college life,” and “I socialize with
other students in this class outside the classroom.” The authors also sought to establish potential
adverse outcomes of learning communities through questions such as: “There were strong peer
group pressures operating in this classroom.” “In this class, the students were divided into
different cliques,” and “In this class, I sometimes felt that other students were evaluating me.” To
analyze the collected data, the authors first used MANOVA to control for inflated Type I error
followed by a series of one-way ANOVAs and Tukey post-hoc comparisons. Results indicated
that participation in any type of learning community regardless of on or off-campus residential
participation fosters numerous positive interactions and social integration among students.
Learning communities promote and develop a sense of community and allow a student to
integrate socially outside of the classroom. Adverse outcomes include the formation of some
exclusive groups or cliques. Living-learning communities provide a network of support, an
avenue for student engagement, and ultimately assists in greater persistence and retention of
first-generation college students.
Summary
Chapter 2 began by addressing the theoretical framework of the study. Schlossberg’s
(1981) Transition Theory is used to frame the analysis of narratives from first-generation college
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students to examine whether and how involvement in a leadership-based living-learning
community assisted students in their social integration. Transition theory was chosen as a
framework for this study as the study seeks to ascertain transitional issues and social integration
barriers that first-generation college student experience. Next, a definition and information about
first-generation college students were explored. Academic and social integration issues as
barriers to student success were deeply investigated. Following the discussion on first-generation
college students, Chapter 2 provided a brief overview of the history of residential communities,
the formation of living-learning communities in the United States, and the benefits of livinglearning communities on student academic and social success.
Chapter 3 outlined the research methodology, provided an overview of the population
and sampling, discussed the data collection procedures as well as an analysis of collected data,
and addressed ethical considerations.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to describe the social
integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community. Chapter 3 includes an overview of the research questions, research design
and methodology, description of the research site, narrative of the research population and
sampling procedures, data collection procedures, data analysis procedures, and efforts to
establish research validity and trustworthiness along with ethical considerations. The chapter
concludes with a summary.
Research Questions
Prior dialogue and research on first-generation college students and participation in
living-learning communities has primarily focused on academic performance rather than a
comprehensive understanding of their college transitions and social integration (Hansen et al.,
2013; Heaney & Fisher, 2011; Nosaka & Novak, 2014; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Rocconi, 2011).
Relying on the foundational definition as postulated by Pascarella et al. (1986) and
endorsed by Watson (2014) for this research to discuss social integration, I included three key
components. First, the degree to which a student is involved in extracurricular activities; second,
the degree to which a student engages with university faculty and staff outside of the classroom
and the quality of those interactions and experiences; and third, the degree to which a student
engages with peers and other students and the quality of those interactions and experiences. The
research questions for this study are based on describing the social integration experiences of
first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community.
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
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RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
Research Design
Colleges and universities have utilized living-learning communities (LLCs) for many
decades as a proven practice of supporting students and encouraging academic success. There is
a wealth of research on the academic benefits students gain from participation in an LLC
(Kalsbeek, 2013; Muller et al., 2017; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Rocconi, 2011) as well as benefits
regarding social integration (Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell, 2016; Collet-Klingenberg et al.,
2015). Thus, further inquiry into a student’s social integration and transitional issues while
involved in an LLC has merit.
Qualitative rationale. Creswell (2014) advocated that qualitative research is useful when
the researcher is attempting to explore a problem, study a group or population, hear silenced
voices, or empower individuals to share their stories. According to Merriam (2009), qualitative
research focuses on understanding how individuals interpret their experiences and “what
meaning they attribute to those experiences” (p. 5). A qualitative approach is the most
appropriate for this study because I am interested in how first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-learning community describe their social integration
experiences. Because I am interested in their unique individual experiences, I must hear their
voices. It is also critical than I ascertain the variables of their social integration challenges and
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transitional experiences. A qualitative approach allows for the research participants to provide a
rich description of their personal experiences.
Descriptive phenomenology rationale. Qualitative research includes various additional
subcategories of research. For this study, a descriptive phenomenological research approach is
necessary to appropriately examine and understand the lived experiences of first-generation
college student living-learning community participants. As a research method, descriptive
phenomenology strives to understand how participants make sense of an experience. According
to Giorgi (2012), “phenomenology wants to understand how phenomena present themselves to
consciousness, and the elucidation of this process is a descriptive task” (p. 6). Moustakas (1994)
asserted that a phenomenological study comprises an evaluation of what participants experienced
and how exactly they experienced it. Using a descriptive phenomenological approach, I spoke
with individuals involved in a leadership-based living-learning community that directly
experienced the phenomenon of social integration within the community. I will follow the
phenomenology research guide in which the first step is to identify a phenomenon to study;
second, bracket the researcher’s experiences; third, collect data from multiple participants who
have directly experienced the phenomenon; fourth, analyze the collected data; and finally, write
up an account of the participants’ lived experience (Moustakas, 1994).
The identified phenomenon is how living-learning communities influence first-generation
college student social integration. Giorgi (2012) described bracketing as a methodological device
utilized in phenomenological research that requires that the researcher put aside their own belief
about the phenomenon under investigation. Using bracketing, the researcher does not influence
the participants’ understanding and description of the phenomenon.
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Research Site
For this study, I have selected a single institution of higher education. The institution is a
small, rural, Division II institution of higher education in the southeastern region of the United
States. The institution reports an undergraduate on-campus enrollment of approximately 2,000
students and an online student body of about 2,400 students as of fall 2018. Sixty-five percent of
the fall 2017 entering first-year student cohort identified as a first-generation student. Although
the research site is a single institution, the implications of this study can be relevant for other
higher education institutions with living-learning communities.
In the fall of 2012, institution piloted six living-learning communities in a newly opened
freshman residence hall. The residence hall is a four-story suite-style residence hall for new firstyear students and houses up to 459 students. The building is coed (single-gender by room) with
private bathrooms, basic cable television service, private bathrooms in each room, group study
rooms, lounge areas on each floor, a community lounge and TV room, wireless Internet service,
centrally heated and air conditioning, on-site laundry room with washers and dryers, retail dining
facility on-site, and a full-time live-in professional student affairs staff member. After the pilot
year, there was no assessment completed to measure the success of the living-learning
communities either in student grade point average, the level of student social integration, or level
of student engagement with faculty and staff. Instead, in the fall of 2013, the living-learning
communities were expanded to a total of 10 and became a mix of academic and interest-based
throughout the building based on student demand.
The Emerging Leaders LLC was created in the fall of 2013 to expose first-year students
to various themes of leadership, create connections among university faculty/staff, students, and
peers, and create a community of future leaders with specific programming focused on
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leadership development and student involvement. Each year 34 students are selected for the
Emerging Leaders LLC and participate throughout the year in a variety of forums and events
hosted by both university faculty/staff and student leaders at the institution. In addition,
participants partake in numerous self-assessments such as the Myers Brigg Type Indicator,
StrengthsFinder, International Personality Item Pool–Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Openness
(IPIP-NEO), and Mobile Emotional Intelligence Test (MEIT) questionnaire. These selfassessments are followed by a community discussion and reflection guided by student leaders
who previously participated in the Emerging Leaders LLC.
Population and Sampling
Typically, the sample size for a qualitative study is much smaller than a quantitative
study. However, a qualitative sample must be large enough to uncover all the relevant data.
Patton (2015) asserted that the appropriate sample size is dependent on the criteria of the study,
and when population size is limited, the sample size may be smaller.
The sample population for this study includes all first-year first-generation students
enrolled, living, and participating in the Emerging Leaders LLC during the 2018 - 2019 year
(N=14). Only first-time, full-time, on-campus, degree-seeking students who are living in the
Emerging Leaders LLC and are fully participating in the community events were considered for
the study. The population was selected by purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling is described
as identifying and selecting individuals, or groups, that are knowledgeable or have experience
with a phenomenon that is of interest to the researcher (Patton, 2015). Utilizing purposeful
sampling allowed the researcher to select research participants with first-hand knowledge and
thus are information-rich as they can provide crucial information on the research questions under
investigation. The sample population goal of this proposed research study was six to eight.
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Data Collection Procedures
In order to recruit research participants, I emailed information about the study to each
eligible student’s (N=14) institutional email account (See Appendix C) and invited their
participation. In the solicitation letter, I included relevant information regarding the purpose of
the study, the requirements of participation in the study, and my contact information. To
incentivize participation, I offered gift cards to those who participated in the study. I then called
students who qualified for the study who did not contact me to invite them to participate in the
study. A total of seven students agreed to participate in the research study.
Data collection consisted of semi-structured in-person interviews with first-generation
college students involved in the Emerging Leaders LLC during the 2018–2019 academic year.
To have a successful interview, I followed a pre-developed set of questions, or commonly
referred to as an interview guide. Patton (2015) stated: “An interview guide lists the questions or
issues that are to be explored in the course of an interview…to ensure that the same basic lines of
inquiry are pursued with each person interviewed” (p. 438). The interview guide allowed me to
stay on track with the primary purpose of the interview, but still allowed for flexibility to build
conversation, word questions differently, and probe when necessary. According to Patton (2015),
“a truly open-ended question allows the person being interviewed to select from among the
person’s full repertoire of possible responses” (p. 354). Moustakas (1994) asserted that
phenomenological interviews use open-ended questions so that the researcher can collect indepth attitudes and feelings related to the topic. The interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes
and were documented using an audio recording device and then transcribed into a word
processing software. The participants’ answers to the interview questions provided crucial data
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in answering the study’s research questions. Research participants were compensated with a gift
card for participating in an approximately 45-minute interview.
Each participant was then allowed to review the transcribed interview using a member
check method. I made corrections or amended certain indecipherable comments with the help of
the research participant. Other data collected for this study included personal field notes and
demographic data collected from each research participant.
Interview Protocol
A semi-structured interview protocol was developed for use during the in-person
interviews with each research participant. The interview protocol can be found in Appendix D.
The interview protocol consists of questions designed to guide the conversation while addressing
the main areas of student social integration and transitional issues experienced. While the
interview protocol served as a guide, it is not a fixed protocol for each interview. At times I used
additional follow-up questions to clarify or expand upon the participants’ responses to keep with
the phenomenological approach used in this study. Moustakas (1994) stated that a
phenomenological interview should be structured enough to guide the conversation toward the
participant’s experience with the phenomenon, but also open enough to allow for free expression
of all relevant information and lived experiences. Thus, the interview questions were developed
in order to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of the research participants.
The interview protocol questions were also developed using the theoretical framework of
Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory as the base to consider an individual’s experience
moving through a transitional process. In its most simple form, transition theory serves as a
model for researchers to better understand how individuals process, move and react to an event
and how the individual adapts post-event. Schlossberg identifies four factors that significantly
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influence an individuals’ ability to cope with a transitional experience. The four factors are;
situation, self, support, and strategies, commonly referred to as the four S’s of transition (Patton
et al., 2016). Thus, the interview protocol serves as a guide to ascertain transitional student
experiences related to social integration.
Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis involves the researcher seeking to make meaning of the collected
information from research participants. In a phenomenological study, the researcher attempts to
understand the effects of a specific phenomenon. Thus, to analyze the collected data, I employed
a modification of the Van Kamm method for the analysis of phenomenological data, as presented
by Moustakas (1994).
Each research participant interview was transcribed into word processing software and
then hand-coded using Creswell’s (2014) template for coding a phenomenological study. The
first step in phenomenological analysis involves the process of listing, and preliminary grouping
of relevant experiences commonly referred to as horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994). I first read
through the collected interview data from each research participant in order to get an overall
picture while making notes in the transcript margin to identify potentially relevant responses to
the research questions. Significant statements were highlighted and saved.
Following the identification of relevant experiences, I utilized reduction and eliminated
non-relevant statements leaving data that is rich in terms of the goals of the study (Moustakas,
1994). Using this strategy of phenomenological data analysis permitted for the use of the
participants’ exact words, which allowed for clear themes to more obviously emerge. Next, I
clustered similar experiences using an emerged thematic label. The thematic labels formed the
core themes of the participants’ described experience. Phenomenological analysis relies on the
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interpreted themes that begin to surface from the data. Themes provide a framework for the
analysis and create a structure of the research participants’ described experience.
Trustworthiness
Several strategies were taken to ensure that data analysis is as accurate as possible in
order to ensure trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted that researchers establish
trustworthiness in qualitative methodology through credibility. To achieve this goal, I
interviewed only those who have experienced being a member of the living-learning community
under study. In addition, following the interview protocol better-established validity for the study
through the uniformity of questioning.
To establish credibility, the researcher must show the truth of the study. For this research
study to establish credibility, I engaged in the triangulation of data and member checking. I
utilized methods triangulation (Erlandson, 1993) to check the consistency of findings. Data
includes the interview transcripts, researcher field notes, and student demographic data. After
interviews had been transcribed, I allowed for a member check, in which each research
participant was given access to their interview transcripts and invited to read over for accuracy
and provide additional insight. Member checking after interview transcription allows for an
additional avenue of data clarification and validity.
Creswell (2014) noted that there are additional strategies for qualitative researchers,
including clarifying researcher bias and providing a rich, thick description. Creswell (2014)
asserted that clarifying researcher bias is a valid technique for research verification. In this
clarification, I acknowledge that past experiences may influence the study. I have been actively
engaged in the field of higher education for over five years at the research site. My professional
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experiences are specific to residential life and housing and include working closely with firstgeneration college students and living-learning communities.
Creswell (2014) also argued that providing a rich, thick description allows the reader to
understand transferability more wholly. I provide a rich, thick description of the research setting.
In addition, in Chapter 4, I provide rich, thick descriptions so that the reader can see themes,
connections, and patterns. Exact statements from research participants are used to demonstrate
the meaning and corroborate findings.
Ethical Considerations
I took several steps to ensure that participants were not harmed during the research
process. This research study placed minimal risks upon the participants, and measures were
taken to protect research participant confidentiality. Before engaging in the research, the
investigator followed both Abilene Christian University’s and the research site institution’s IRB
protocols to ensure that participants fully understood the nature of their participation. IRB
approval at the research site was granted and affirmed by ACU.
Additionally, each research participant signed an informed consent document, wherein
each research participant had an opportunity to look over the study information and express any
concerns and ask questions before signing. The consent form addressed the nature and purpose
of the study, while also making it clear that participation was voluntary and that a research
participant could have withdrawn at any time with no penalty. Before the interview began, each
subject selected a pseudonym so that their privacy and anonymity were protected. No specific
identifiable data were collected, and the interview transcripts were scrubbed for any identifiers.
Records of the transcribed data and notes taken were viewed only by the researcher to maintain
confidentiality. All documents will be destroyed after five years.
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Summary
Chapter 3 began with a detailed overview of the need for research into first-generation
college student social integration as well as a restatement of the research questions. The purpose
of this descriptive phenomenological study was to describe the social integration experiences of
first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community. To
accomplish this goal, a descriptive phenomenological approach was best suited to appropriately
examine, understand, and describe the lived experience of first-generation college students living
in a leadership-based living-learning community at the research site.
Participants were selected using purposeful sampling from the eligible population of all
first-generation college students enrolled, living, and participating in the Emerging Leaders LLC
during the 2018-2019 year (n = 14). Seven students who met the research qualifications agreed to
be a part of the study. An in-person interview protocol was created for the study, which consisted
of questions developed to guide the interview while addressing the main areas of student social
integration and transitional issues experienced. The interview questions were created using the
theoretical framework of Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory as the base to consider an
individual’s experience moving through a transitional process. Data analysis consisted of a
modification of the Van Kamm method for the analysis of phenomenological data, as presented
by Moustakas (1994). Clear themes emerged across the data which allowed me to form thematic
labels surrounding similar described experiences. Finally, I sought to establish credibility and
research trustworthiness through multiple avenues such as the interview protocol, member
checking, and triangulation of data. Several steps were also taken to be ethically compliant and
protect the confidentiality of the research participants.
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Chapter 4 includes the findings and results of the study through the presentation of
research participants’ demographics and profiles, discussion of significant emergent themes that
are organized by the research questions in this study, and concludes with a summary of the
chapter.
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Chapter 4: Results
Chapter 4 presents the results of the study. The purpose of this descriptive
phenomenological study is to describe the social integration experiences of first-generation
college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community. This chapter includes
findings and results of the study through the presentation of research participants’ demographics
and profiles, an overview of their lived experience, discussion of significant emergent themes
that are organized by the research questions in this study, and concludes with a summary of the
chapter.
The literature review in Chapter 2 revealed the difficulties and various challenges firstgeneration college students face with effective social integration. Using a descriptive
phenomenological approach, each research participant’s unique lived experience led to the
emergence and examination of various themes related to transition and the challenges of social
integration. Descriptive phenomenology differs slightly from other types of qualitative research.
In this study, descriptive phenomenology is utilized to understand how participants describe and
make sense of their transition and social integration challenges. Through this research approach,
common themes emerge reported by research participants who experienced the phenomenon of
social integration. It is important to note that the emerged themes are not generalizations.
Instead, these themes form the broader meaning of the phenomenon, and best describes the
research participants’ lived experiences.
Relying on the foundational definition as postulated by Pascarella et al. (1986) and
endorsed by Watson (2014) for this research to discuss social integration, I included three key
components. First, the degree to which a student is involved in extracurricular activities; second,
the degree to which a student engages with university faculty and staff outside of the classroom
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and the quality of those interactions and experiences; and third, the degree to which a student
engages with peers and other students and the quality of those interactions and experiences. The
following research questions were explored:
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
Demographics
The study included a total of seven research participants. More than half of the research
participants (n = 4) identified as female, while three (n = 3) identified as male. All seven of the
participants were 19 years of age at the time of the interview. Five participants identified their
ethnicity as African American (n = 5), and two participants identified their ethnicity as
Caucasian (n = 2). Table 2 presents the demographics of the research participants.
Table 2
Demographics of Research Participants
Demographics
Male
Female
Age
19
Ethnicity
African American
Caucasian
Note. N = 7

Frequency N
3
4

Percent
42.8
57.2

7

100

5
2

71.4
28.6
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Research Participant Profiles
Table 3 provides the researcher assigned participant number, the self-selected pseudonym
of each research study participant, ethnicity, gender, age, and academic major.
Table 3
Participant Profiles
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Pseudonym
Kaitlyn
Alex
Nicole
Matt
Amanda
Robert
Jennifer

Ethnicity
African American
African American
African American
Caucasian
African American
African American
Caucasian

Gender
F
M
F
M
F
M
F

Age
19
19
19
19
19
19
19

Major
Athletic Training
Business Administration
Nursing
Business Administration
Nursing
Athletic Training
Exercise Science

Participant #1–Kaitlyn. Kaitlyn was a 19-year-old athletic training major who knew she
wanted to attain a college degree. Interestingly, Kaitlyn knew she wanted to major in athletic
training due to previous involvement and volunteer experience with athletic training while in
high school. She indicated that her decision to attend college came down to proximity to home
and scholarship opportunities:
I came for a campus tour and really liked it, and it’s only an hour away from home. That
plus, I got a scholarship, so that helped a lot. I looked at a few other schools, but they
were more expensive.
Kaitlyn discussed that she initially experienced some fear and nervousness about attending
college but that her first-year experience overall was positive and more comfortable than she
thought it would be: “Well, I thought I would struggle more than I did. I met a lot of new people
that supported me, and I supported them.” She mentioned that she faced the same problems as
many of her peers with being afraid to put herself out there. She chose to join the Emerging
Leaders living-learning community in order to connect with other incoming freshman students
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who wanted to get involved in extracurricular activities while in college: “I just thought it would
be helpful if I were around other people who wanted to get involved in clubs in college.” While
initially hesitant, Kaitlyn opened up about her experiences throughout the interview, which
allowed for the conversation to flow smoothly and be more authentic.
Participant #2–Alex. Alex was a 19-year-old business administration major who felt
pressured by his parents to enroll in college: “My parents pretty much forced me to apply for
colleges…they wanted me to do better than them.” However, Alex later stated that after arriving
at college, his perception changed, and he was happy that he decided to attend as college granted
him more freedom and flexibility. Alex talked about feeling different and isolated at first due to
his hesitation to attend college and not yet figuring out exactly what career path to pursue: “I just
didn’t know what I wanted to do. So why go to college if you don’t know what you want to do.”
He stated that meeting and connecting with other first-generation college students helped him
acclimate and find a support network: “I met a lot of people who were also first-generation
students, so we’re just learning it as we go together.” Alex also discussed that one of the aspects
of college that he enjoyed the most was participating in extracurricular events like intramurals
and meeting people who he usually would not have interacted with: “Living together I got to
interact with people who I normally wouldn’t talk with, and that was cool.” Alex, while initially
hesitant to get involved, joined an academic club after making a positive connection with one of
his professors who encouraged him to join. This positive interaction significantly impacted Alex
and allowed for better ease of communication between him and his professors. Alex was open
and honest throughout the interview and was happy to talk about his experiences.
Participant #3–Nicole. Nicole was a 19-year-old nursing major who was unsure about
attending college at first until making a positive connection with an admissions counselor. Nicole
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stated that she was uncertain about enrolling in college because she had not yet decided what
type of career she wanted to pursue. However, late in her senior year of high school, Nicole
spoke with an admissions recruiter who discussed the idea of becoming a nurse. Nicole stated
that she went home and began researching nursing, and it greatly appealed to her. The factors
that impacted Nicole’s decision to enroll in college were, price of attendance, small class size,
and qualifying for enough financial aid to afford enrollment. Nicole described struggling with
socializing with her college peers at first but quickly opened up after attending a few campus
events and connecting with her roommate: “I was so anxious. The first friend I made was my
roommate. We became very close.” She also stated that she was nervous about the academic
rigor of college and was always afraid that she would fail out and disappoint her family. Nicole
detailed that she enjoyed being involved on campus, but a few weeks into her first semester her
grades started slipping, so she stopped attending campus events in order to focus on her classes:
When my grades started slipping, I started to get worried. I wasn’t thinking of anything
else other than grades, so it made me not think about the activities. I didn’t want to
commit to more things than I already had. I was worried about being able to focus on my
classes.
Nicole provided a detailed description of her experiences and was open and honest with me. At
times I had to probe a bit for her to elaborate on her experiences or reflect a bit more on how her
experiences impacted her.
Participant #4–Matt. Matt was a 19-year-old business administration major who felt
that college was the natural next step for him. Even though he felt this way, Matt stated that his
parents also slightly pushed him to enroll in college and made this expectation know: “My
parents wanted me to go to college no matter what, even if it was community college and they
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told me that. So, it was always in the back of my mind, I guess.” During the interview, he
demonstrated an abundance of self-confidence and indicated that he felt very comfortable
meeting and talking with others and succeeding academically in college. Matt stated that he
knew he had the academic ability to be successful in college and mentioned that his ACT score is
higher than many of his friends. His desire to one day take over his family’s automotive business
inspired him to enroll in college and major in business administration. A former high school
athlete, Matt knew that he was not athletically talented enough to play collegiate sports but
wanted to find a group of friends who shared his passion for teamwork and leadership: “I picked
the Emerging Leaders community because it said that this community was for people who
wanted to get involved on campus and be a leader.” Even though Matt highlighted his capacity to
be extroverted and stated that he found it easy to make friends at the beginning of the interview;
as the conversation progressed he did disclose that he was nervous about departing home,
leaving friends behind, and moving away to college: “Everybody gets a little nervous about
moving away I guess. So yeah, I was nervous about going to a new place. I didn’t want to leave
my friends, so I was upset about that.” I found Matt to be very forthcoming during the interview.
He was open to talking about his experiences, challenges, and all, with me.
Participant #5–Amanda. Amanda was a 19-year-old nursing major who stated that she
knew that she wanted to pursue a college degree to get a good job but that her family made it
known to her that they expected her to enroll:
My parents encouraged me to go to college. They were always asking me what I wanted
to do and where I wanted to go to school. So, it was pretty much understood that I was
going to go to college after high school.
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Amanda was the vice-president of her high school senior class and revealed that she was
consistently involved in numerous extracurricular activities while in high school and viewed as a
leader by her peers: “I’ve always been like a leader and like being involved in clubs and things.”
Due to her background and prior involvement in high school Amanda chose to live in the
Emerging Leaders living-learning community: “So when I was looking at the different
communities you could live in I picked the emerging leaders one because it said it was for people
who wanted to get involved on campus and be in different clubs.” Even though she was socially
successful in high school, Amanda expressed difficultly with transitioning to college: “It was
tough for me to make friends at first. Like I met a lot of people, but I didn’t really get too close to
anybody in the beginning.” This difficulty, in addition to battling homesickness, caused Amanda
to reconsider her decision to enroll in college. But, over her first year, she stated that she found it
easier to make friends and found extracurricular activities that she enjoyed. Amanda’s interview
required probing and asking for clarification a few times for her to describe her experiences and
the effect of those experiences. Amanda’s interview proved to be fascinating as she demonstrated
numerous pre-college characteristics that would support a somewhat smooth social transition to
college, but her experiences instead were incredibly difficult.
Participant #6–Robert. Robert was a 19-year-old athletic training major and collegiate
student-athlete on the football team. Being a collegiate student-athlete brings a different
perspective and includes unique challenges for a first-generation college student. He did not
think that college was going to be an option for him until he started receiving athletic scholarship
offers and encouragement from his family and friends. The desire to remove himself from a
negative environment and provide for his family were also significant factors in his decision to
enroll in college:
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Like where I’m from, if you don’t get out and go to college or do something else, you’re
probably going to end up in jail. So, I wanted to remove myself from that situation and do
better for me and my family.
Robert expressed that he had trouble adapting to the academic rigors of college and balancing his
time effectively. He also stated that he felt his prior educational experience did not adequately
prepare him to be successful in college. So, it fell to him to take ownership of his experience and
do whatever he needed to do to make it: “The classes are tough. I had to learn how to study.
That’s the main thing I had to learn because I ain't even really have to study in high school.”
Robert has a strong relationship with his family, particularly with his mother, whom he
mentioned numerous times as his biggest supporter while also holding him accountable for his
actions. Robert stated that while being a collegiate student-athlete was stressful at times; he
found a community of support in those around him in the Emerging Leaders living-learning
community: primarily with assistance with his academics:
The RA she stayed on us about doing our work and stuff. There was always someone that
stayed on the same side as me and took the same class as me, so we would just study
together and do our work.
Robert was easy to talk with, which allowed the conversation to flow naturally. He was open and
honest, discussing his experiences during his first year and the impact those experiences had on
him.
Participant #7–Jennifer. Jennifer was a 19-year-old exercise science major and is also a
collegiate student-athlete on the women’s soccer team. Jennifer is an out-of-state student and
decided to enroll in college based on receiving an athletic scholarship. Jennifer stated that she
faced a tough transition to college as she had to move so far away from her family: “The hardest
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transition for me is like me and my family are so close and so leaving them was obviously really
hard.” But, Jennifer was pleasantly surprised by her first-year experience and found it easy to
meet and connect with other students: “I was surprised that I had made so many friends. Once I
got here, everyone is just so like comforting and wants to help me.” She credits her rapid,
successful transition to finding others like her going through similar experiences: “I feel like it
was easier to talk to people on my floor because some of them are first-generation.” Even though
her parents were in a different state, Jennifer still relied on them for emotional support while
understanding that their ability to help problem-solve actual issues was limited due to their
distance and lack of understanding about college. Jennifer was open and incredibly talkative
throughout the interview, so very little probing or follow up was necessary. She struggled
somewhat, discussing the emotional turmoil being so far away from her family and indicated that
they are all very close. I appreciated her honesty and willingness to be open with me.
Description of Research Participant Experiences
Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory was used to frame the analysis of narratives from
first-generation college students to describe their social integration experiences and transitional
challenges. Discussed in Chapter 2, Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory serves as a model
for researchers to better understand how individuals process, move and react to an event and how
individuals adapt post-event. As the interview protocol questions were developed using the
theoretical framework of Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory as the base to consider an
individual’s experience moving through a transitional process, this section will unpack each
research participant’s experiences and describe those experiences using Schlossberg’s (1981)
four factors used to cope with a transitional experience, commonly referred to as the four “S’s”
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of transition. The four factors are: situation, self, support, and strategies (Patton et al., 2016). A
detailed overview of the four factors can be found in Chapter 2.
In addition, this description of each research participant’s experiences will include
information related to their social integration experiences, so the reader can understand what was
experienced by each research participant. Relying on the foundational definition as postulated by
Pascarella et al. (1986) and endorsed by Watson (2014), social integration includes three key
components. First, the degree to which a student is involved in extracurricular activities; second,
the degree to which a student engages with institutional faculty and staff outside of the classroom
and the quality of those interactions and experiences; and third, the degree to which a student
engages with peers and other students and the quality of those interactions and experiences.
Participant #1 Kaitlyn’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #1
Kaitlyn’s transition and social integration experience was one of significant early challenges
followed by an amplified determination to succeed. She expressed that her experiences during
the first year of college were primarily positive but that she struggled with adapting to being
more independent and balancing her social life along with academic demands: “I’ve struggled
balancing my social life and my school work. But I started to get the hang of things once I got
settled in.”
Situation. Kaitlyn stated that the most significant challenge she faced was connecting
with her professors and adapting to the increased academic demands of college compared to high
school:
The biggest challenge I faced was getting to know the teachers and how exactly they
taught. In high school, I could find out about teachers, but in college, everything is new. I
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was worried that there would be some teachers that I could just not understand, and they
wouldn’t be willing to help me.
When asked if she felt comfortable approaching her college professors and asking for her,
Kaitlyn asserted: “I will say that I was very hesitant to go to the teacher though. I didn’t want to
bother her, and I didn’t want her to know that I was struggling.” She also indicated that several
of her classes were stressful and found it challenging to find the motivation get to some of her
classes in the morning that was on the opposite side of campus:
Some (classes) are just really stressful. What’s real difficult is like coming to class at
eight in the morning that’s all the way across campus. I would wake up and just didn’t
want to have to go all the way across campus.
When discussing what it was like to be a first-generation college student, Kaitlyn responded with
an assertion that it did not matter, but acknowledged that recognizing her status as a firstgeneration college student encouraged her to succeed:
I haven’t really thought about all that. I don’t feel any different from other people I see. I
think that I have the ability to be successful in college even though my parents didn’t go
to college. I think that’s made me take on more responsibility, basically helping me grow,
become more of an adult instead of depending on somebody. I’m standing up and taking
up for myself and attending all of what I need to attend to, to make a better version of
myself.
Kaitlyn described being a member of the Emerging Leader’s LLC as enjoyable and felt like she
made real connections with other students in the community with backgrounds different than her
own:
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It was fun overall. I enjoyed like making new friends, friends with different personalities
than me. I really liked how we were all different and from different cities and states. We
became like a family and I really liked that.
Self. For Kaitlyn, when deciding whether to enroll in college, the primary factor was cost
to attend. She demonstrated the academic capability, high school GPA, and high enough ACT
score to be accepted to college but was unsure she would attend until late in her senior year of
high school after receiving a scholarship and promised financial assistance from her family:
I didn’t really decide to look at colleges until like my senior year of high school. I knew I
had the grades and the ACT score, but I was still worried about the cost. I was able to get
accepted and get a few scholarships, and my grandparents also help me financially.
Kaitlyn described the social adjustment to college as one of her toughest struggles. Even though
she was involved in extracurricular activities in high school and understood the importance of
time management, the excitement and freedoms of college caused internal conflict:
Even though I was involved in some clubs in high school college has been different.
During high school, it was go to school then go home. At college you’re always at
school. So, I’ve struggled balancing my social life and my school work. I’ve made plenty
of friends, and sometimes it’s hard to say no to some social things when I know I have
homework to do.
While Kaitlyn was able to make friends during her first year of college, she indicated that it was
difficult due to the fear of being negatively judged by others and her naturally introverted nature:
“I’m an introvert, so it was difficult for me. You know people always judge you, so I was a little
standoffish at first.” But, after discovering that many of the other students in her community
were also enrolled in several of the same classes as her, she was able to more comfortably
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approach others and use class as a shared experience: “We were able to form a relationship and
talk about things going on in the class. Then we started hanging out in the lounge and study
rooms.” She also indicated that homesickness caused her to feel isolated and like she didn’t
belong: “I was definitely homesick, and everyone around me was having fun. That kind of made
me feel different, so I tried to hide it.”
Support. Kaitlyn’s parents were supportive of her enrolling in college and made it known
to her how proud they were. Kaitlyn stated that she felt anxiety separating from her family and
friends back home: “I would call my parents every night almost, and that made me feel better.”
Kaitlyn experienced a demoralizing academic setback after her first semester when she
failed one of her required basic courses. However, she credited the support and encouragement
from her family to return the following semester: “So at Christmas, I wasn’t really sure if college
was for me. But I talked with my family about it, and they encouraged me to keep going.”
Kaitlyn also found support and encouragement from peers in her community to help hold her
accountable to her studies:
One of my favorite things we would all do together was the weekly study sessions in the
lounge. I almost always came to those because I had like 10 people in the same classes as
me, and we supported each other. If someone missed class or missed the study group, we
all would reach out to them.
Strategies. To help with her transition and social integration experience, Kaitlyn forced
herself to attend different campus events and actively looked for others to attend events with her
so that she was not alone: “I made myself go to things. Even if I didn’t think I would know
someone there, I still made myself go. My roommate and I would try to go to things together if
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we could.” Kaitlyn indicated that the greatest barrier she encountered during her first year of
college was having money:
I would say a barrier has been money. I wanted to join a sorority but decided not to
because I know it costs a lot. There would also be sometimes were a group of my friends
was going to go out and eat off-campus and invited me, but I knew I couldn’t go. So, I
missed out on that some.
To overcome this barrier, Kaitlyn was luckily able to find an off-campus job working at a
restaurant. However, she primarily worked during the evenings after her classes, and this
prevented her from working on homework and attending campus events that she wanted to. She
found it somewhat difficult to get involved in campus activities and socialize with her friends
after taking on the new job, but specified that the job was a necessity as she was paying for
college on her own.
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Kaitlyn asserted that being involved in her
community and interacting with other students helped with connecting her to opportunities for
involvement in extracurricular activities on campus: “I learned about a lot of different
organizations and campus groups.” But, she also stated that she was scared at first go get
involved in too many extracurricular activities due to the fear that it would negatively impact her
academics: “I was just scared to take too much on my plate and not be able to focus on school.”
Interactions with faculty and staff. Kaitlyn stated that she now notices more faculty and
staff on campus and feels that they are more approachable after meeting them in an informal
setting in her community:
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I still see and talk to a lot of the speakers who came to our floor meetings. I liked how
they took the time to come to the dorm and talk with us about what was happening on
campus. I think it made them more approachable, and I could put a name to a face.
Kaitlyn specifically mentioned an experience with one of her professors that stood out:
Some of my teachers are very nice. My English teacher pulled me aside one day because
my allergies were bad, and she just wanted to ask me if I was ok, I appreciated that
because she noticed and took the time to talk to me.
Connections made with peers. Kaitlyn specified that being involved in the Emerging
Leaders LLC helped her make friends with other students and develop close relationships. She
credits her community for helping her find a group of friends that cared about her and allowed
her to transition to college more effectively:
I think just having friends, and people that I know cared about me personally. I felt like I
had a group of people I could rely on. I made a lot of friends. I am still really close with a
lot of the people who did emerging leaders. We definitely became a family.
Participant #2 Alex’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #2
Alex’s transition and social integration experience was marked by the excitement of newfound
freedoms and independence:
I didn’t like school in high school. But in college it’s different. More so the environment
and like the class structure. It’s not as crazy as they said it was going to be in high school,
and it just fits my time schedule better, just getting them knocked out in that way. You
have more freedom and can do what you want to.
Situation. Alex stated that his biggest challenge transitioning to college life was
navigating the process of understanding college and exactly what he needed to do. The lack of

66
prior experience and his family’s unfamiliarity with aspects of college proved to be a stressor for
him: “I would just say learning as I go. Because I am the only one to have done this. I basically
set the standard and take whatever is thrown at me. Just figuring out how things work.”
When asked about what it was like to be a first-generation college student, Alex
reiterated that he felt like he was on his own navigating the college process and could not rely
too much on his family to help him. He described having to look internally for the motivation to
succeed: “It’s different I guess. More so I got to believe in myself, because like if I can get here,
I know I can get out of here with my degree. So, I just got to keep going.” Alex described that
being a first-generation student was isolating until he connected with other members of his
community and discovered a peer support network: “I met a lot of people who were also firstgeneration students, so we’re just learning it as we go together.”
Alex described being a member of the Emerging Leader’s living-learning community as a
positive experience. He noted that the community impacted him by exposing him to other firstgeneration college students like him as well as students unlike him:
We all definitely bonded and got to know each other. I don’t think I would have ever
hung out with some of the people in my community if I didn’t live there. But living
together, I got to interact with people who I normally wouldn’t talk to, and that was cool.
Self. Alex stated that at first he did not feel like college was for him. He felt unsure about
attending college because he did not know what career path he wanted to pursue: “I just didn’t
know what I wanted to do. So why go to college if you don’t know what you want to do.” Alex’s
parents encouraged him to visit and tour different colleges, and ultimately, when he did not make
a decision his parents stepped in: “My parents pretty much forced me to apply for colleges.”
However, in hindsight Alex was happy that his parents did step in: “I didn’t want to go to college
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at first, but now I’m glad I did. I actually like school now because I get to pick my schedule and
what classes I take.”
Alex indicated that the social adjustment to college was not very difficult for him. He had
a few older friends who were already in college and was able to connect with them early on. In
addition, he found it easy to meet people and make friends in his community:
I met a lot of people in the dorm like the first day. On like the first day of school we had a
big meeting with everybody who lived on the wing, and we got to know each other. The
RA has us play these games where we found people with the same major or in the same
classes. I liked that because I met some new people who lived around me that were doing
the same classes that I was doing.
Support. Alex described pressure from his family to succeed but also indicated that they
were his strongest supporters, along with his community back home:
Even with me being a first-generation student, my family still supports me. All sides,
basically everybody, a whole city behind me. A lot of us don’t go to college from my
city, so I got a whole city behind me, and when I got here the community I’m in, they all
got behind me, and we got behind each other as a whole.
Alex indicated that support from his friends and family was important to him as he battled
homesickness and loneliness: “I felt lonely around September of school, I was homesick. Don’t
get me wrong I was having a fun time in college, but I missed some of my family and friends
who went off to different schools.” He also found support from other students and felt like he
could rely on those around him:

68
I think the group activities we did helped us get to know each other, so that was good.
Just having a group of people who wanted to hang out and do stuff together helped me
out because I knew I could rely on them if I needed any help.
Strategies. To better adjust to the increased rigors of college academics, Alex found it
useful to connect with others in his community to study and support each other:
But almost every night after like nine or so, there would be people in the lounge studying.
So, I would try and study with a group when I could. We could like quiz each other and
stuff and remind each other when assignments were due.
Alex mentioned that his greatest barrier was dealing with the financial aspect of college and had
trouble navigating this process: “My family was able to give me some money, but the rest I’m
paying with loans. Dealing with student accounts was hard.”
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Alex stated that he found it easy to get
involved on campus due to his extroverted nature and joined an academic club recommended by
a professor and participated in intramurals: “I do intramurals. We had about five or six guys all
from Emerging Leaders play together, so that was fun.” Alex also indicated that he found it easy
to get involved and stay in the know about what was happening around campus: “There’s always
something happening.”
Interactions with faculty and staff. Alex also described mainly positive interactions with
his professors but stated that the expectations were much higher compared to his high school
teachers: “Like in high school the teachers would tell you if you missed an assignment. But in
college, it’s all on you. If you miss class, then it’s your responsibility to figure out that you
missed and do it.” Alex expressed that he liked many of the various faculty and staff he met
during his first year of college and enjoyed connecting with professors on a more casual level:
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I liked all of the faculty and staff I met. It just seemed more casual than going to class.
Like the guy who did the diversity walk thing, I’m pretty sure he was a professor. I saw
him like that next week in the cafeteria, and he remembered me. It was cool how different
people came in and talked to us.
Connections made with peers. Alex summed up his participation in the Emerging
Leaders’ living-learning community as “we’re all literally one big family. I think that us living
next to each other and doing the same things made us bond together. I really enjoyed the
experience.”
Participant #3 Nicole’s transition and social integration. Participant #3 Nicole’s
transition and social integration experience was one of pressure and growth. Nicole stated that
she was an exceedingly shy person and experienced difficulty connecting with others. However,
her experiences during the first-year had a positive effect on her ability to socialize with others:
Some good things that have happened would be my social level has been building on;
when I was in high school, I didn’t really talk to many people, but when I came here it
was easier to make friends, and we just clicked.
Situation. Nicole described challenges such as lacking self-confidence and battling
homesickness: “I just wasn’t confident in myself. I didn’t think that I’d be able to do it. This is
the farthest and longest I’ve ever been away from home in my whole life.” But, she labeled her
most significant challenge as concern leaving her friends and family back home to go to college:
It would have to be the feeling when you move to a new school of not knowing anybody.
So, the first few days when I got here, I was still talking to people back home until I
warmed up. It was hard at first getting used to being by myself, like not being around my
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family every day. This is the farthest and longest I’ve ever been away from home in my
whole life.
When discussing what it is like being a first-generation college student, Nicole stated that
high school was much easier for her that she discovered being a first-generation college student
proved to be much more of a challenge for her. She indicated that she felt that her high school
experience did not adequately prepare her for the increased rigor and demands of college: “In
high school, we took things kind of slower. But during the first like three weeks all of my
teachers gave out so many assignments. I was overwhelmed.” Nicole described a primarily
positive experience as a member of the Emerging Leader’s LLC: “This is a great community; I
love my RA, I love the floor. It’s just the best; the whole floor is just very respectful. My
community has impacted me.”
Self. Nicole stated that college was not a realistic goal for her as one of her older siblings
considered college but ultimately decided that is was not affordable.
No, I honestly didn’t think I would be able to afford it. I have an older sister who is four
years older than me, and she thought about college but couldn’t do it. So I thought that it
would be the same for me. My parents aren’t able to help me out, so I’m doing this on my
own.
However, unlike her older sister, Nicole discovered she was financially able to enroll in college
after speaking with a recruiter and qualifying for financial aid.
Nicole described her social adjustment to college as difficult due to separating from her
family and trouble connecting with other peers:
It was hard at first getting used to being by myself, like not being around my family every
day. I’m used to my mom always being there with me, so that was the hardest. Like the
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first week every night, I would come back to my room and call my mom and friends back
home.
Nicole stated that she did not really attend any campus events or socialize with other students
until making a positive connection with her roommate, who was also from a small town and
faced similar social integration issues:
The first friend I made was my roommate. She came from a small high school like me,
but from a different state. We became very close. She’s the one who got me out of the
room, and we started going to things together.
After relating with her roommate and attending various campus events, Nicole began to branch
out and meet others in her community: “By about the third week, I had a lot of friends in my
classes who lived in my community.”
Support. Nicole described feeling isolated from her family. She felt they did not
understand exactly what she was going through in college and did not think they would of much
help:
Being the first person in my family to go to college, it was different because they didn’t
really know what to do. I feel like they had this idea of what it would be like, and it was
different. I felt like I couldn’t reach out and talk to them about college because they
wouldn’t understand.
She faced further separation from her family due to her inability to travel home many weekends
so that she could focus on homework and spend time with friends: “My mom wants me to come
home every weekend. I go home like every other weekend, but sometimes I like to stay here and
get my schoolwork done or hang out with my friends.” She experienced trouble connecting to
her peers at first: “It started off rocky, and I was nervous about having to make new friends. If I
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can avoid talking to someone, I do.” Nicole was then able to form positive relationships and find
peer-group support:
I’ve always been shy, so being a part of a community that did things together helped me
come out of my shell. It made me feel more comfortable. By the end of the year, I was
friends with everyone in the community.
Strategies. Nicole stated that time management was a key strategy that she learned to
adjust to college and being aware of and using resources. She indicated that an impactful event
occurred during one of her community meetings that helped her understand the need for these
skills: “The counseling director came to our lounge and introduced herself and talked about time
management. She gave us all free planners and told us to fill out the planner with our class
schedule and other activities.”
Later on during our discussion, Nicole revealed:
The counselor that I mentioned earlier she helped me a lot this year dealing with some
personal stuff. I didn’t know the school gives student free counseling. So her coming and
telling us that and being so nice made me go and see her.
After getting more comfortable with those around her in the community, Nicole was able
to locate and utilize available resources:
One thing my RA told me was to use my resources. I would go and talk to her a lot about
what I was dealing with, and she helped me. She’s the one who helped me get signed up
at the tutoring center. I didn’t even know the tutoring center existed, so I was thankful for
that.
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Nicole detailed that she enjoyed being
involved in campus, but was afraid to take on too much for fear that it would negatively impact
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her academics: “I had already joined the nursing association and didn’t want to take on too
much.” Although she moderated her level of involvement in on-campus extracurricular activities,
Nicole states that she still had a positive overall experience and felt that participation in the
Emerging Leader’s LLC influenced her involvement: “I think that the emerging leaders’
community definitely exposed me to what all is happening on campus.”
Interactions with faculty and staff. Nicole indicated that at first she was incredibly
hesitant to approach her professors and ask for help: “I don’t want to bother them. If I have a
question, I usually just ask someone else in the class.” She stated that after interacting with a few
of her professors more casually outside of the classroom she felt more comfortable approaching
them and asking for help. An experience that stood out to Nicole was interacting with the
university career center staff:
I also got to know the lady in charge of the career center. She came and talked to us about
how to make a resume and how to interview for a job. Every time I saw her around
campus, she spoke to me and remembered my name. That made me feel special.
Connections made with peers. Nicole also indicated that she had a predominantly
positive experience with her peers and was able to make numerous connections through her
community: “My community has impacted me. It’s warm for me and showing me how to make
friends. They are considerate of everyone around. It has been a great experience I liked it.”
Nicole stated that her community positively impacted her and helped her with transitioning to
college.
Some of the people I met in emerging leaders I’m still best friends with. We still have a
group message that we all talk in about school and stuff going on. We became really
close as a community and looked out for each other. So those friendships are still there.
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Participant #4 Matt’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #4
Matt’s transition and social integration experience was one of independence and pressure. His
aspiration to pursue higher education was influenced by his desire to return and help grow his
family business. While Matt stated that he was excited moving away to college and having more
freedom, he was nervous about time management and balancing a social life and academics:
“There’s so much happening, and there’s a lot of fun stuff to do. But if you don’t go to class then
you’ll flunk out.”
Situation. Matt stated that the biggest challenge he faced was learning to be on his own
without his parents: “No parents. Nobody telling you what to do. You have to decide how you’re
going to use your time.” He also indicated that another challenge that he encountered was
interacting with his college professors and the higher expectations that came with college
academics:
Teachers usually always remind you about homework and all of that stuff when
professors it’s on the syllabus, and they expect you to look at the syllabus and all of that.
That was a big change. If you don’t go to class and miss a test, the professor won’t just
let you make it up.
Matt did not consider being a first-generation college student as a hindrance or caused
him to feel any different from other students. He mentioned that his older brother enrolled in
college two years before him, and he found his brother to be a valuable resource during his
transition to college. Matt advocated that he sincerely enjoyed his experience in the Emerging
Leader’s LLC and directly saw the benefits: “I think we got a leg up on some of the other people
because we learned about leadership and how our leadership style can influence other people.”
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Self. Attending college was a realistic goal for Matt. He indicated that he felt
academically prepared and personally ready to make the transition to college: “I did pretty good
in high school. My grades weren’t all A’s, but mostly B’s and A’s.” Expectations from his
family to attend college also weighed on Matt’s decision: “But my parents wanted me to go to
college no matter what, even if it was community college and they told me that. So, it was
always in the back of my mind, I guess.”
Matt was conflicted when discussing if college had been a big social adjustment for him.
He described himself as an outgoing person, but indicated that initially he struggled with making
new friends: “I’ve always been an outgoing person, but usually with people I know. When I first
came to here, I didn’t know anyone, so I had to make myself be sociable to meet people.” He
also stated that moving away to college and leaving his friends behind was incredibly difficult: “I
didn’t want to leave my friends, so I was upset about that.” When discussing this more at length,
Matt concluded that the most difficult transition for him was moving away from home and
leaving his family and friends behind: “Everybody gets a little nervous about moving away I
guess. So yeah, I was nervous about going to a new place, but I was more excited than nervous.”
Matt stated that many of the other students he met initially the other student initiated first
contact: “The people I met were all extraverts. So, they just came up to me.” Matt attributed this
to the atmosphere of college and the excitement that goes along with beginning a new
experience: “I think that at the beginning everybody was feeling kind of the same and wanting to
make friends.” Matt’s first friend was his roommate, who introduced him to others that he was
able to form positive connections with.
Support. Matt detailed that his family supported, encouraged, and motivated him to be
successful in college. Matt stated that he felt comfortable asking his family for help and felt
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comfortable talking to them about his experiences in college. Matt found his biggest supporters
to be other students in his community:
You know everybody on the floor is like real friends and all of that. It’s nice. We bonded
a lot as a community. Everybody would bring their chairs to the lounge and hang out and
study. I felt like we all supported each other and wanted each other to succeed.
Matt demonstrated a high level of personal self-confidence and motivation to succeed in college.
Strategies. Matt described strategies such as putting his class schedule on his refrigerator
so that he knew what his week looked like: “I would add stuff and then check it off once I did it.
That helped me stay on top of my assignments and tests.” His self-described main barrier to
success was time management:
There’s so much happening, and there’s a lot of fun stuff to do. But if you don’t go to
class, then you’ll flunk out. I had to remember the reason I was here in the first place, and
that was to go to school.
He also mentioned that connecting with his professors was an important strategy for his
success:
I think the best advice I got my first year was from my RA when she told me just to go
and talk to my professors. That they’re people too and want me to succeed. Even though
they’re giving me work, they want me to do well. That advice helped a lot because I built
a positive relationship with all of my professors.
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Matt stated that he was actively involved in
extracurricular activities and found it easy to find ways to get involved:
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Oh yeah, every night there’s something going on. You just have to ask around. After
class, I’d come back to my room, and there’s flyers and stuff on the boards in the
building that tell you what’s all going on.
Matt indicated that being a member of the Emerging Leaders LLC helped better connect him to
extracurricular activities:
I think that being in the Emerging Leaders’ community helped connect me to clubs and
things to get involved in on campus. I had a group of people with the same mindset as me
of wanting to go out and do things. That encouraged me to do more than just go to class,
eat, and sleep.
Interactions with faculty and staff. Matt experienced productive interactions with
institutional faculty and staff that he encountered:
All of my professors told the class to come talk to them at their office. My RA told me
the professors like it when you come and talk to them because it shows that you care. So,
I tried to stop by as much as I could and ask questions or just say hello.
Connections made with peers. Matt stated that he made numerous positive connections
with other students:
I made a lot of friends that I’m still close with today. We made that bond during our first
semester, and we all stay in touch even though we don’t live together anything. I still
have classes this year with some of the people from last year.
Participant #5 Amanda’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #5
Amanda’s transition and social integration experience was one of unexpected struggles and
unforeseen challenges. Amanda’s interview proved to be fascinating as she demonstrated
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numerous pre-college characteristics that would support a somewhat easy social transition to
college, but her experiences instead were incredibly difficult.
Situation. Amanda indicated that the greatest challenge was making friends: “It was
tough for me to make friends at first. Like I met a lot of people, but I didn’t really get too close to
anybody in the beginning.” She also battled depression and homesickness: “I was depressed.
Homesick. I didn’t want to be here anymore.” She described being a first-generation college
student as “nerve-racking” but made connections with other first-generation college students
early on, which caused her to feel more comfortable: “But I met a lot of other first-generation
students here, so I haven’t felt too different.”
When discussing what it was like to be a member of the Emerging Leaders LLC, Amanda
spoke about the positive connections she made with her RA and other students in the
community:
It was great! I loved the RA. She was the best RA in Gilbert. So, I love her. She’s always
supportive. She’s very independent. I love that about her. Being in the Emerging Leaders’
community, at first, I didn’t think too much of it. I kind of met new people and I have
new friends. So it was a good experience.
Self. Amanda stated that enrolling in college was a realistic goal for her as she had the
support of her friends and family and the academic abilities to be successful:
My mom or dad didn’t have the opportunity to go to college. So with me, they really
wanted me to go so that I could make something of myself. I pretty much said ok that’s
fine with me because I wanted to provide for myself.
College was a big social adjustment for Amanda. She indicated that in high school she
did not experience much difficulty with social integration. However, she indicated that college
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has been different: “In high school, I was very outgoing and extraverted. But when I came to
college I was nervous and shy and became more of an introvert. I was worried about people
judging or not liking me.” Amanda stated that it was difficult to make friends at first and this led
to a difficulty in finding a sense of belonging: “At the beginning of my freshman year I didn’t
have many friends, so I felt lonely at first and was scared to try and do anything or to talk to
anybody.”
Support. Amanda mentioned that her family was supportive of her enrolling in college
but had high expectations for her. Amanda’s parents encouraged her to enroll in college, and she
chose the institution closest to her to remain as close as possible to her family. Even though she
was close to home, Amanda still found it difficult being away from home: “You know, I had a
hard time getting used to being away from home and being on my own.” She found it easy to talk
with her parents and believed that their support and expectations helped her in college: “I think it
helps me because they push me to go harder in school, to study more, and to get good grades. So,
it helps me more than it hurts me.”
Amanda also found support from within her community: “You could always find a group
of people just hanging out in the lobby, and you felt comfortable talking to them because you
knew them already.” Amanda found both academic and social support through connections she
made with others in her community through the discovery of commonalities:
At I think the second-floor meeting, the RA asked us to raise our hands if we were
stressed out about school or anything else. Almost every single person raised their hands,
and the RA asked if anybody wanted to say why they’re stressed out. This other girl who
lived across from me said that she was stressed out because she failed a biology test. So
the RA was like raise your hand if you’re taking biology. I raised my hang, and the RA
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put like five of us together in a study group to help each other. So we started meeting
twice a week in the study room for biology and then our group started going to lunch
together after class. I didn’t feel lonely after that because I had made friends.
Strategies. Amanda stated that she used a planner to stay organized for her classes.
Socially, her strategy to overcome the reluctance to engage with others and attend campus events
was to force herself to participate: “I put myself out there. I had to force myself to get over the
fear of people not liking me or judging me.” Amanda described financial constraints as her
greatest barrier in college:
I would say not having money. I have a meal plan, but sometimes the food in the
cafeteria isn’t that good. My parents give me money when they can and buy me groceries
when I go home, but I don’t really have any spending money to do anything.
She stated that because of her financial restrictions, she was limited to what social activities she
could participate in and what campus activities she could attend. When her peers asked why she
was not able to attend an event, she made up an excuse: “No I make up an excuse or something.
Say I have a test I have to study for.”
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Amanda felt more comfortable being involved
in extracurricular activities after making positive connections with her peers:
Then we would go to campus events together, and that helped me meet other people too.
Because I didn’t want to go to things by myself. So, having people that I had already met
go with me helped so I didn’t have to sit by myself.
But, she faced difficulty in balancing her participation in extracurricular activities with his
academic responsibilities: “I struggled with balancing that early on, and a lot of my friends
would invite me to things, but I knew that I couldn’t go because I had to do homework.” Amanda
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noted that participating in the Emerging Leaders LLC played a significant role in her decision to
attend campus events and get involved in extracurricular activities:
I don’t think I would have joined anything my first year if I didn’t live in emerging
leaders. At first, I was kind of hesitant about joining anything. But, the RA encouraged
me to try and join some things. Everyone around me pretty much said they support me,
so, you know. I got the support, so I’m good. I’m comfortable.
Interactions with faculty and staff. Amanda stated that at first she hesitated to interact
with her professors and other institutional staff because she did not want to bother anyone and
was shy. Over time, Amanda felt more comfortable interacting with institutional faculty and staff
after engaging with a few informally through events in her community: “I felt like I got to know
some of the people who work for the school on a more personal level you know. It was easier to
approach them and ask for help when I needed it.”
Connections made with peers. Amanda stated: “I really liked all of the events we did as a
community. That made us come closer together and bond. I think that I got a unique experience
living in the Emerging Leaders’ community.” Amanda’s development of connections with her
peers happened through her engagement with those around her in her community.
Participant #6 Robert’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #6
Robert’s transition and social integration experience was one of decision making and
responsibility. Robert described himself as extroverted and friendly to all and was excited to
enroll in college from the minute he set foot on campus for a tour:
Like right when I came to campus, I had never been here before, but I got out of the car
and said, mamma, I’m coming here. Cause for some reason, I just had a vibe that
connection like a feeling at home.
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Robert credits his family for pushing him to be successful and looks to them for inspiration.
Situation. Robert indicated that the greatest challenge that he faced was learning to be
independent and responsible for himself: “Getting used to not having somebody to wake you up,
getting used to somebody not asking, hey did you do your homework, I had to learn that.” Robert
stated that he felt the hardships of being a first-generation college student: “It’s definitely hard
teaching yourself coming from high school, learning how to adjust to college. Just being on your
own and adulting.” Following up on this state, he also indicated that he experienced difficulty
with adjusting to the academic rigor and time demands of college: “The classes are tough. I had
to learn to study. That’s the main thing I had to learn because I ain’t even really have to study in
high school.” He described being a member of the Emerging Leaders LLC as a positive
experience: “I actually ended up really liking it. We had different people come and talk to us at
night about leadership and different things to do on campus. I liked that a lot.”
Self. Robert did not believe that enrolling in college was a realistic goal for him:
No, I don’t think it was. Everything was working against me, so I didn’t think I’d go to
college. It wasn’t until my football coach told me that coaches were looking at me and
asking about me that it became real.
Without a background in athletics, Robert stated that he most likely would not have enrolled in
college and would have instead sought out a job to help support his family. Socially, Robert was
excited about new opportunities in college, but stated that moving away from home caused him
nervousness:
I was excited but scared at the same time. I was excited because nobody in my family had
been to college, and I was the first. Everybody was happy for me and told me how proud
they were and how much they supported me and stuff. But I was nervous at the same time
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because I had never moved before. My mom has been in the same house my whole life.
So, I had never been anywhere else before except to like to visit.
When he arrived at college, Robert found it easy to make friends. He attributes this to everyone
being in practically the same mindset at the start of a new experience: “I guess because all of us
are new to this college thing, so everybody wants to find their group of friends.”
Support. Robert indicated that he had strong family and community support to enroll in
college, primarily from his mother: “She was so excited. She came to all the games, and if I ever
need anything, she’s there for me.” Although Robert had strong support from his family and
friends, he still battled homesickness: “I was homesick bad for a long time. I was having fun and
stuff, but I missed seeing my mamma and friends from high school.” Robert was also able to
easily make friends and find peer support from this in his community: “There was always
someone that stayed on the same side as me and took the same class as me, so we would just
study together and do our work.”
Strategies. Robert stated that he had to learn time management as a strategy to be
successful and struggled with this early on:
I had to learn time management. If I got too much time on my hands, I procrastinate, and
then it’s too late. I’ve learned that I do better under pressure my whole life because, like
last semester, I would get a paper that’s not due until the next Friday, and I won’t start on
it until Wednesday. If I get this paper today, then I’m going to start on it today and be
done with it tomorrow way before it’s due.
He also mentioned that his greatest barrier has been staying focused, motivated, and determined.
Robert stated that he thought about dropping out of college numerous times, but wants to make
his family proud.
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Involvement in extracurricular activities. Although Robert was a collegiate athlete and
his time more constrained compared to others, he still found time to be involved in
extracurricular activities and attend campus events. Most importantly, he was able to bond with
others during these events: “I always knew what was going on on-campus and where it was at.
We would go to things together when we could. Like the group of us would go together.”
Interactions with faculty and staff. Robert discussed positive interactions with
institutional faculty and staff and the challenges of getting to know new people:
The people that work for the school care about you. Like care about you as a person and
want you to do good. When I first got here, you don’t know nobody when you first get
here. And the fact that I had to go out and talk to them. And they didn’t know me because
in high school everybody knows you. They’ve known you for thirteen years. I had to go
out and actually learn that to get help I got to know them. But it helped me to go out and
talk to people and get what I want. Get my grades and stuff back. That helped me a lot.
Connections made with peers. Robert found it easy to make connections with peers in
his community: “I’m friends with pretty much all of the people who did emerging leaders. We’re
all tight still.” He also discussed that his peers in his community helped him better adapt to
college and transition more effectively through their support.
Participant #7 Jennifer’s transition and social integration experience. Participant #7
Jennifer’s transition and social integration experience was one of emotional difficulty. An out of
state student and collegiate athlete Jennifer’s social integration and transition experiences were
unique.
Situation. Jennifer described her biggest transitional challenge as being apart from her
family: “The hardest transition for me is like me and my family are so close and so leaving them
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was obviously really hard.” Jennifer indicated that she felt isolated and battled severe
homesickness due to the distance between her and her family. However, she expressed surprise
at how welcoming she found other students, faculty, and staff: “Once I got here, everyone was
just so like comforting and wanted to help me.”
As a first-generation college student, Jennifer expressed how new everything was and
how her family was unable to help very much with enrolling in college:
It’s been hard. Like I said, everything was brand new to me and my family, and nobody
knew what we needed to do for me to be able to go to school. Just getting here was the
longest process. I don’t think people realize how much more complicated it is when you
don’t have parents who’ve been to college.
Jennifer described being a member of the Emerging Leaders LLC as a positive
experience overall, where she was able to make connections with her peers.
It was really fun. I really liked the group of people. We all got along really well. I loved
the RA. I felt like I could talk to her whenever I needed to. It wasn’t the same for other
people I noticed. Like some of my friends who lived on other floors didn’t have the big
group meetings, or sometimes a few of us would just go and eat lunch together. I feel like
it was easier to talk to people on my floor because some of them are first-generation too.
We talk about it during our meetings and stuff and things that we’re going through.
Self. Jennifer felt that attending college was a realistic goal for her. She demonstrated the
necessary academic ability and was able to secure multiple scholarships. She described that
college was a big social adjustment for her: “I knew it was going to be a challenge. Like coming
to college and being here. I didn’t know anybody who went to school here. So that was stressful
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not being able to ask anyone or advice or anything.” However, Jennifer indicated that it was easy
for her to make friends:
Oh yeah, I made a lot of friends. I was surprised that I had made so many friends because
my first semester here was soccer season, so I came in, and I was full in all soccer. But I
come back to Gilbert, and I know everyone that’s walking around.
Support. Even though distance separated Jennifer from her family, she still felt like she
had strong support and could talk to her family about college. But, her family made it clear to her
that the financial burden of enrolling in college will be on her to bear: “My mom and dad were
supportive of my decision, but told me straight up that I was going to have to pay for it on my
own.” While her family was supportive of her, Jennifer found it somewhat difficult to talk to her
family about some aspects of her college experience due to their lack of understanding or ability
to help. Connecting with other students who were also first-generation college students helped
Jennifer transition: “I felt like it was easier to talk to people on my floor because some of them
are first-generation too.” She stated that her community was inclusive, and she enjoyed the group
support experience: “You never felt that you weren’t included.”
Strategies. Jennifer stated that a not procrastinating and time management were skills she
needed to learn sooner than she did:
I had to adjust like my personal schedule. I had gaps in-between my classes during the
day, so I’d go back to my room and take a nap. But then after practice, I would be too
tired to study or do my homework. So, I had to make myself do homework in-between
class during the day rather than putting it off.
She indicated that this was more challenging than she originally thought and faced difficulties
balancing all her responsibilities:
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It’s been hard just staying on top of everything. Like my school work, soccer, and my
friends. I wasn’t prepared for how much more time everything takes, especially soccer.
We have morning workouts, afternoon practice, and then team meetings and study hall at
night. So that’s been tough to manage.
Involvement in extracurricular activities. Even with the demands of being a collegiate
student-athlete, Jennifer was still able to participate in extracurricular activities and make friends
outside of athletics:
I think we had people in emerging leaders who were involved in almost everything on
campus. Whenever something was going on, someone knew about it or was part of it. I
think that everyone encouraged me to get involved and I felt more comfortable trying out
some things. I don’t think I would have tried if I didn’t feel comfortable.
Interactions with faculty and staff. Jennifer pointed out that one of her favorite things
about participating in the community was getting to know different faculty and staff as well as
making connections with other students and developing support networks:
Yeah, getting to know faculty and staff was a big part of it. The RA told me not to be shy,
and she promised they don’t bite or anything. She made me feel more comfortable
considering she’s older, and I looked up to her.
Connections made with peers. Jennifer formed numerous positive relationships with her
peers and through those in her community, was connected to a larger group of peer support:
“Once we started getting to know each other and got more comfortable, everyone that had their
friends would bring them.”
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Summary of Research Participant Experiences
All of these students shared many of the same social integration and transitional
challenges, even though they came from varying backgrounds and circumstances. While each
student’s experience was unique, many similar experiences and themes emerged.
Situation. All the research participants shared and described many of the same social
integration and transitional challenges that first-generation college students at any institution of
higher education face. For example, Alex and Robert stated that learning to be independent and
responsible was the most significant transitional challenge for them. Amanda and Jennifer both
experienced intense feelings of homesickness that negatively impacted their ability to make
friends and engage in extracurricular activities.
As a first-generation college student, Kaitlyn and Amanda felt no different from their
continuing-generation peers and instead found intrinsic motivation from their first-generation
status. Alex, Nicole, and Jennifer all felt that their status as a first-generation college student
caused them to feel different and like they had to work harder to succeed compared to others
around them. All research participants indicated that they enjoyed participating in the Emerging
Leaders LLC and experienced positive gains associated with their involvement.
Self. Alex, Nicole, and Robert did not think that enrolling in college was a realistic goal
until the opportunity presented itself. Kaitlyn, Matt, and Jennifer indicated that they believed in
their academic capabilities, but did not enroll until presented with scholarship opportunities.
College was a social adjustment for all of the participants, and each had their unique challenges.
Making friends also proved to be a challenge for almost all of the participants. Kaitlyn and
Amanda experienced the most difficulties with making new friends, while Alex, Robert, and
Jennifer found it relatively easy to connect with others.
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Support. Every participant felt like their family was supportive of their decision to enroll
in college. However, a difficulty discussing college with their parents was shared, and the
financial constraints college caused were also heavily noted across the research participants.
Every participant also found strong peer support through involvement in their community, and
this proved to be a significant positive impact for many as well as an exposure to other
involvement and support opportunities.
Strategies. Participants utilized numerous strategies to adapt to college. Kaitlyn and
Amanda indicated that they had to step out of their comfort zone and put themselves out there to
get engaged with others. Alex, Matt, and Robert all stated that time management was something
they had wished they had learned sooner. A significant barrier to peer engagement and
extracurricular involvement was financial constraints. Kaitlyn, Alex, and Amanda all mentioned
that financial limitations prevented them from being engaged in some aspects.
Involvement in extracurricular activities. All participants felt that participation in their
community helped connect them to other extracurricular activities on campus or better knew
what was happening on campus. Kaitlyn mentioned that she was exposed to many different
organizations and campus groups, while Alex formed an intramural football team with others in
his community. An interesting theme that emerged was participants’ reluctance to get involved in
extracurricular activities due to the fear that it may negatively impact their academic
performance. Nicole specifically mentioned that she did not get very much involved due to this
fear.
Interactions with faculty and staff. Participants indicated initial apprehension to
approach institutional faculty and staff, but quickly overcame this uneasiness after engaging with
staff in informal settings such as in the cafeteria or their community. Many participants stated
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that they felt unique that institutional faculty and staff remembered who they were and made a
point to speak to them. Both Alex and Matt talked to their professors, having a significant
positive impact on their social integration experience.
Connections made with peers. All participants stated that they made connections with
their peers through participation in their community. The relationships were predominately
positive and allowed each participant to find a support network and a sense of belonging to the
broader community.
Emergent Themes
This section presents the emerged themes from data analysis and includes a discussion of
each theme concurring with the respective research question. An essential step in descriptive
phenomenology data analysis is the clustering of similar experiences or statements and observing
the emergent themes. Emergent themes of the research participants’ experiences best encompass
the actual lived experience across the research population. While some themes may be unique to
a limited number of research participants, these themes can be used as a framework to
understand better the lived experiences of all the research participants. Through individual oneon-one interviews with each research participant twelve themes emerged in the social integration
challenges and transitional experiences of first-generation college students. A comparison of the
emerged themes to existing literature on first-generation college students is discussed in Chapter
5.
Addressing the first research question of how do first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-learning community describe their social integration
challenges, three themes emerged: (1) trouble connecting to peers, (2) difficulty finding a sense
of belonging, and (3) concern separating from family and friends.
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Addressing the second research question of how does this specific population describe
their experiences and involvement in extracurricular activities, three themes emerged: (4) fear of
negative impact, (5) positive engagement with peers, and (6) introduction to new opportunities.
Addressing the third research question of how does this specific population describe their
experiences with institutional faculty and staff, three themes emerged: (7) higher expectations,
(8) reluctance to initiate contact, and (9) exposure to campus resources.
Addressing the fourth the final research question of how does this specific population
describe their experiences with other students at the institution, three themes emerged: (10)
discovery of commonalities, (11) finding group support, and (12) financial constraints. Table 4
summarizes the emerged themes for each research question.
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Table 4
Emerged Themes from Research Questions
Theme
Number

Theme Name

Research Question 1:
How do first-generation college
students involved in a leadershipbased living-learning community
describe their social integration
challenges?

1
2
3

Trouble connecting to peers
Difficulty finding a sense of belonging
Concern separating from family and
friends

Research Question 2:
How does this specific population
describe their experiences and
involvement in extracurricular
activities?

4
5
6

Fear of negative impact
Positive engagement with peers
Introduction to new opportunities

Research Question 3:
How does this specific population
describe their experiences and with
institutional faculty and staff?

7
8
9

Higher expectations
Reluctance to initiate contact
Exposure to campus resources

Research Question 4:
How does this specific population
describe their experiences with
other students at the institution?

10
11
12

Discovery of commonalities
Finding group support
Financial constraints

Research Question

The themes for this study emerged during data analysis of the research participants’
transcribed responses. Many of the research participants’ responses contained several significant
statements that revealed the importance of a specific theme. In Table 5, the emerged themes are
presented in descending order based on research participants’ total response frequency of
significant statements or supportive excerpts relating to that specific theme.
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Table 5
Summary of Emergent Themes
Themes
Theme 3: Concern separating from family and friends
Theme 11: Finding group support
Theme 9: Exposure to campus resources
Theme 5: Positive engagement with peers
Theme 10: Discovery of commonalities
Theme 1: Trouble connecting to peers
Theme 6: Introduction to new opportunities
Theme 4: Fear of negative impact
Theme 2: Difficulty finding a sense of belonging
Theme 7: Higher expectations
Theme 12: Financial constraints
Theme 8: Reluctance to initiate contact

Number of participant
statements (n)
20
17
13
12
12
11
11
9
7
8
8
5

The total frequency of each emerged theme may indicate the significance of an emerged
theme in the research participants’ overall social integration and transition experience. Table 6
highlights the research participants’ commonalities across the emerged themes. The research
participants’ commonalities to the emerged themes indicate a shared lived experience.
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Table 6
Research Participants’ Commonalities Across Emergent Themes
Themes
Research Question 1
Theme 1: Trouble
connecting to peers
Theme 2: Difficulty
finding a sense of
belonging
Theme 3: Concern
separating from
family and friends
Research Question 2
Theme 4: Fear of
negative impact
Theme 5: Positive
engagement with
peers
Theme 6: Introduction
to new opportunities
Research Question 3
Theme 7: Higher
expectations
Theme 8: Reluctance
to initiate contact
Theme 9: Exposure to
campus resources
Research Question 4
Theme 10: Discovery
of commonalities
Theme 11: Finding
group support
Theme 12: Financial
constraints

Kaitlyn

Alex

Nicole

Matt

Amanda

Robert

Jennifer

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes
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Findings Related to Research Question 1
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
In exploring how first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges, three themes emerged. Research
participants described trouble connecting to peers, difficulty finding a sense of belonging, and
concern separating from family and friends as social integration challenges.
Theme 1: Trouble connecting to peers
Theme 2: Difficulty finding a sense of belonging
Theme 3: Concern separating from family and friends
Theme 1: Trouble connecting with peers. The first emerged theme that addressed
research question one was named trouble connecting with peers. Trouble connecting with peers
encompasses what research participants believed to be difficult in speaking with, forming
friendships, and making connections with other students at the institution. Trouble with
connecting to their peers was mentioned by five of the research participants and substantiated to
be an obstacle to social integration. Below are the significant statements research participants
detailed concerning trouble connecting with peers.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I would say it was difficult to make friends at first. It’s just scary
sometimes putting yourself out there. I was hesitant at first because I didn’t know
anybody and nobody knew me.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
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I’m an introvert, so it was difficult for me at first. It was exciting to meet new people
from like different cities and states, but it was scary to me. You know people always
judge you, so I was a little standoffish at first.
Participant #3–Nicole:
It wasn’t at first. Like the first week every night, I would come back to my room and call
my mom and friends from back home. I didn’t really go to any of the events at night
during the first week because I was so anxious.
Participant #3–Nicole: “Because I am quiet and not very social. If I can avoid talking to
someone, I do.”
Participant #3–Nicole: “It started off rocky, and I was nervous about having to make new
friends.”
Participant #4–Matt: “The people I met were all extraverts. So they just came up to me.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “It was tough for me to make friends at first. Like I met a lot of
people, but I didn’t really get too close to anybody in the beginning.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “I was just very shy at first. I was worried about people judging
me or not liking me. I had some problems with bullying in high school, and I didn’t want
that to happen again.”
Participant #5–Amanda:
In high school, I was very outgoing and extraverted. But when I came to college I was
nervous and shy and became more of an introvert. I had never met any of these people. I
was worried about what they would think about me.
Participant #5–Amanda: “At the beginning of my freshman year, I didn’t have many
friends, so I felt lonely at first and was scared to try and do anything or talk to anybody.”
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Participant #6–Robert: “The first few weeks of college, you know I was really nervous
about everything I was really nervous about making friends and all that.”
Theme 2: Difficulty finding a sense of belonging. The second emerged theme that
addressed research question one was named difficulty finding a sense of belonging. Difficulty
finding a sense of belonging involves research participants’ expressions of isolation, loneliness,
and not feeling as if they belong. A difficulty finding a sense of belonging at the institution and
in the community was stated by four research participants. Below are the significant statements
research participants detailed concerning difficulty finding a sense of belonging.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I made myself go to things. Even if I didn’t think I would know
someone there, I still made myself go.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
My first semester, I didn’t do as good as I wanted to. I had one class that was really hard,
and I failed. So, at Christmas I wasn’t really sure if college was for me. But I talked to
my family about it, and they encouraged me to keep going.
Participant #2–Alex: “I just didn’t know what I wanted to do. So why go to college if you
don’t know what you want to do.”
Participant #2–Alex:
A lot of us don’t go to college from my city, so I got a whole city behind me, and when I
got here the community I’m in, they all got behind me, and we got behind each other as a
whole.
Participant #3–Nicole: “I just wasn’t confident in myself. I didn’t think that I’d be able to
do it.”
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Participant #3–Nicole: “I was nervous about even being able to do it. I’ve heard just from
teachers and other people that college is tough and it is. I was afraid that I would fail out
or have to drop out.”
Participant #6–Robert: “It’s definitely hard teaching yourself, coming from high school,
learning how to adjust to college. Just being on your own and adulting.”
Theme 3: Concern separating from family and friends. The third emerged theme that
addressed research question one was named concern separating from family and friends.
Concern separating from family and friends comprises research participants’ described feelings
of leaving their family and friends behind to enroll in college as well as expressed difficulty
speaking with their family about college. All seven of the research participants indicated that
they felt concerns separating from their family and friends. Below are the significant statements
research participants detailed concerning separating from family and friends.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I would call almost every day, but not being in my house was
weird for the first week or so.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I would call my parents every night almost, and that made me
feel better.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I was definitely homesick, and everyone around me was having
fun. That kind of made me feel different, so I tried to hide it.”
Participant #2–Alex:
The first couple of weeks of school, I didn’t go home and visit because I had so much
stuff to do. But once I was able to go home for a weekend and see my family that made it
better.
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Participant #2–Alex: “I felt lonely around September of school; I was homesick. Don’t
get me wrong I was having a fun time in college, but I missed some of my family and
friends who went off to different schools.”
Participant #3–Nicole:
It would have to be the feeling when you move to a new school of not knowing anybody.
So, the first few days when I got here, I was still talking to people back home until I
warmed up. I’ve always been a to-my-self type of person, so making friends was
something I did not expect to do, but it was actually really easy, so that was a good thing
because I was worried about being alone.
Participant #3–Nicole: “This is the farthest and longest I’ve ever been away from home in
my whole life.”
Participant #3–Nicole: “It was hard at first getting used to being by myself, like not being
around my family every day. I’m used to my mom always being there with me, so that
was the hardest.”
Participant #4–Matt: “Oh, gosh, I guess just being on your own. No parents. Nobody
telling you what to do. You have to decide how you’re going to use your time.”
Participant #4–Matt: “Everybody gets a little nervous about moving away, I guess. So
yeah I was nervous about going to a new place, but I was more excited than nervous.”
Participant #4–Matt: “I didn’t want to leave my friends, so I was upset about that.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “You know, I had a hard time getting used to being away from
home and being on my own.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “I was nervous about moving and starting over at a new place.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “I was depressed. Homesick. I didn’t want to be here anymore.”
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Participant #6–Robert:
I was excited but scared at the same time. I was excited because nobody in my family had
been to college, and I was the first. Everybody was happy for me and told me how proud
they were and how much they supported me and stuff. But I was nervous at the same time
because I had never moved before. My mom has been in the same house my whole life.
So I had never been nowhere else before except to like visit.
Participant #6–Robert: “I was homesick bad for a long time. I was having fun and stuff,
but I missed seeing my mamma and friends from high school.”
Participant #7–Jennifer:
The hardest transition for me is like me and my family are so close and so leaving them
was obviously really hard and doing this. They are there for me to help as much as they
can, but there is only so much you can do from so far away.
Participant #7–Jennifer: “It’s been hard. Like I said, everything was brand new to me and
my family, and nobody knew what we needed to do for me to be able to go to school.”
Participant #7–Jennifer: “I definitely got homesick and missed my parents.”
Findings Related to Research Question 2
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
In exploring how first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their experiences and involvement in extracurricular activities,
three themes emerged. Research participants described a fear of negative impact, positive
engagement with peers, and introduction to new opportunities to comprise their experiences and
involvement in extracurricular activities.
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Theme 4: Fear of negative impact
Theme 5: Positive engagement with peers
Theme 6: Introduction to new opportunities
Theme 4: Fear of negative impact. The fourth emerged theme that addressed research
question two was named fear of negative impact. This theme contains research participants’
described feelings of anxiety to become involved in extracurricular activities, thinking that that
involvement will hurt their academics. The fear of engaging in extracurricular activities
potentially damaging their academics was a specific concern of five of the research participants.
Below are the significant statements research participants detailed concerning fear of negative
impact.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “But sometimes the meetings bothered me because I had other
stuff going on.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I’ve struggled balancing my social life and my school work. I’ve
made plenty of friends, and sometimes it’s hard to say no to some social things when I
know I have homework to do.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I was just scared to take too much on my plate and not be able to
focus on school.”
Participant # 3–Nicole: “I had already joined the nursing association and didn’t want to
take on too much.”
Participant # 3–Nicole:
When my grades started slipping, I started to get worried. I wasn’t thinking of anything
else than grades, so it made me not think about the activities. I didn’t want to commit to
more things than I already had. I was worried about being able to focus on my classes.
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Participant # 3–Nicole:
Yes, because I thought it would be too hard, and I wouldn’t be able to do both. I thought
about trying to be an ambassador, but everyone wanted to do it, and I don’t think I stand
out that much to be picked.
Participant #4–Matt:
There’s so much happening, and there’s a lot of fun stuff to do. But if you don’t go to
class then you’ll flunk out. I had to remember the reason I was here in the first place, and
that was to go to school. Going out every night to a party is fun but not when you start
struggling to make it to class.
Participant #5–Amanda: “I struggled with balancing that early on, and a lot of my friends
would invite me to things, but I knew that I couldn’t go because I had to do homework.”
Participant #7–Jennifer:
It’s been hard just staying on top of everything. Like my school work, soccer, and my
friends. I wasn’t prepared for how much more time everything takes, especially soccer.
We have morning workouts, afternoon practice, and then team meetings and study hall at
night. So that’s been tough to manage.
Theme 5: Positive engagement with peers. The fifth emerged theme that addressed
research question two was named positive engagement with peers. This theme includes research
participants’ described positive engagement with their peers through involvement in
extracurricular activities. All seven of the research participants stated that participation in
extracurricular activities allowed them to engage positively with their peers. Below are the
significant statements research participants detailed concerning positive engagement with peers.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I enjoyed some of the meetings and activities we did together.”

103
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “My roommate and I would try and go to things together if we
could. I also tried to make every study hall we had in the lounge.”
Participant #2–Alex: “I do intramurals. We had about five or six guys all from emerging
leaders play together, so that was fun.”
Participant #2–Alex: “The RA had us play these games where we found people with the
same major or in the same classes.”
Participant # 3–Nicole:
Yes, a lot of people in my community were involved in different things and would tell us
about it during the floor meetings. My next-door neighbor joined a sorority and really
liked that, and two other guys were on the football team. So we would go and support
them at their games. The first thing I joined was the nurses association because I wanted
to meet other people who wanted to be a nurse.
Participant # 3–Nicole: “We would all get together and do things.”
Participant #4–Matt: “I think we got a leg up on some of the other people because we
learned about leadership and how our leadership style can influence other people.”
Participant #4–Matt:
I think that at the beginning, everybody was feeling kind of the same and wanting to
make friends. So that made it easier. I first started hanging out with my roommate, and
we got along pretty good. Then we started meeting more people and hanging out in big
groups.
Participant #5–Amanda: “I enjoyed doing the activities in the dorm and going to the
different events on campus.”
Participant #5–Amanda:
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Then we would go to campus events together, and that helped me meet other people too.
Because I didn’t want to go to things by myself, so having people that I had already met
go with me helped, so I didn’t have to sit by myself.
Participant #6–Robert: “I always knew what was going on on-campus and where it was
at. We would go to things together when we could. Like the group of us would go
together.”
Participant #7–Jennifer: “Once we started getting to know each other and got more
comfortable, everyone that had their friends, would bring them.”
Theme 6: Introduction to new opportunities. The sixth emerged theme that addressed
research question two was named introduction to new opportunities. This theme includes
research participants’ descriptions of their experiences being introduced to new opportunities for
involvement through participation in their community. Six of the research participants stated that
they were provided with an introduction to new opportunities through involvement in their
community. Below are the significant statements research participants’ detailed concerning
introduction to new opportunities.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I learned about a lot of different organizations and groups on
campus.”
Participant #2–Alex: “I liked going to football and basketball games. I played intramural
football, and my team won the championship.”
Participant #2–Alex: “There are also TVs around campus that tell you what’s happening
that week. There’s always something happening.”
Participant #2–Alex: “Every week, our RA would tell us what was happening on campus
and stuff that was coming up.”
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Participant # 3–Nicole:
A lot of different people who worked for the school came and talked to us about different
things on campus you can get involved with. My favorite speaker was the SGA president.
He came and talked about running for freshman senator and the things that SGA does on
campus. Then every couple of weeks, we would have a different speaker or the RA
would have an activity for us to do together.
Participant # 3–Nicole: “I think that the emerging leaders’ community definitely exposed
me to what all is happening on campus.”
Participant #4–Matt:
Oh yeah, every night, there’s something going on. You just have to ask around. After
class I’d come back to my room, and there’s flyers and stuff on the boards in the building
that tell you what’s all going on.
Participant #4–Matt:
I think that being in the emerging leaders’ community helped connect me to clubs and
things to get involved in on campus. I had a group of people with the same mindset as me
of wanting to go out and do things. That encouraged me to do more than just go to class,
eat, and sleep.
Participant #5–Amanda:
I don’t think I would have joined anything my first year if I didn’t live in emerging
leaders. At first, I was kind of hesitant about joining anything. But, the RA encouraged
me to try and join some things. Everyone around me pretty much said they support me,
so, you know. I got the support, so I’m good. I’m comfortable.
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Participant #6–Robert: “Our hall did different stuff than the one next to us. So I guess we
just got to have a different experience than everybody else.”
Participant #6–Robert: “I didn’t go to a lot because of football, but I went to a few of the
campus activities events like the comedian and when they had that laser tag tournament
in the gym.”
Findings Related to Research Question 3
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
In exploring how first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their experiences with institutional faculty and staff, three themes
emerged. Research participants described higher expectations, reluctance to initiate contact, and
exposure to campus resources as indicative of their experiences.
Theme 7: Higher expectations
Theme 8: Reluctance to initiate contact
Theme 9: Exposure to campus resources
Theme 7: Higher expectations. The seventh emerged theme that addressed research
question three was named higher expectations. Research participants described the feeling of
higher or amplified expectations from institutional faculty and staff as well as their family and
friends. Six of the research participants mentioned that their college professors and institutional
staff had higher expectations of them than originally predicted. Below are the significant
statements research participants detailed concerning higher expectations.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
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Some (classes) are just really stressful. What’s really difficult is like coming to class at
eight in the morning that’s all the way across campus. I would wake up and just didn’t
want to have to go all the way across campus.
Participant #2–Alex:
Getting the teachers to help you. Like in high school, the teachers would tell you if you
missed an assignment. But in college it’s all on you. If you miss class then it’s your
responsibility to figure out what you missed and do it.
Participant #2–Alex: “You just hear that college is hard. Your teachers tell you that
college is so much harder than high school.”
Participant #3–Nicole:
In college, there’s just so much more you have to do, and the classes are so much shorter.
In high school we took things kinda slower. But during the first like three weeks all of my
teachers gave out so many assignments. I was overwhelmed.
Participant #4–Matt:
Teachers usually always remind you about homework and all of that stuff when
professors it’s on the syllabus, and they expect you to look at the syllabus and all of that.
That was a big change. If you don’t go to class and miss a test the professor won’t just let
you make it up.
Participant #6–Robert: “The classes are tough. I had to learn how to study. That’s the
main thing I had to learn because I ain’t even really have to study in high school.”
Participant #6–Robert:
Getting used to not have somebody to wake you up, getting used to somebody not asking,
hey did you do your homework, or for real the biggest thing was in high school I never
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studied. I came to college, and every class I took last semester was study based, and there
wasn’t no make sure you got it in your head it was study based you had to go back to
your room and study. I had to learn that.
Participant #7–Jennifer: “I knew it was going to be a challenge. Like coming to college
and being here.”
Theme 8: Reluctance to initiate contact. The eighth emerged theme that addressed
research question three was named reluctance to initiate contact. This theme encompasses
research participants’ fear of initiating contact with institutional faculty and staff. Four of the
research participants expressed a reluctance to approach or initiate contact with institutional
faculty and staff. Below are the significant statements research participants’ detailed concerning
reluctance to initiate contact.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I will say that I was very hesitant to go to the teacher, though. I
didn’t want to bother her and I didn’t want her to know that I was struggling.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
The biggest challenge I faced was getting to know the teachers and how exactly they
taught. In high school, I could find out about teachers, but in college, everything is new. I
was worried that there would be some teachers that I just could not understand and they
wouldn’t be willing to help me.
Participant #3–Nicole: “I don’t want to bother them. If I have a question, I usually just
ask someone else in the class.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “Yes, because when I got here, I was kind of shy and scared to
talk to anyone.”
Participant #7–Jennifer:

109
Like in high school everything is close together, and here you are really close to your
professors, but there are so many professors, and you change so much then like high
school you see the same teachers for four years every single day in the hallway.
Theme 9: Exposure to campus resources. The ninth emerged theme that addressed
research question three was named exposure to campus resources. This theme covers research
participants’ descriptions of their exposure to various campus resources through involvement in
their community. All seven research participants felt that through their involvement in their
community, they were exposed to campus resources. Below are the significant statements
research participants detailed concerning exposure to campus resources.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
I still see and talk to a lot of the speakers who came to our floor meetings. I liked how
they took the time to come to the dorm and talk with us about what was happening on
campus. I think it made them more approachable, and I could put a name to a face.
Participant #2–Alex: “I don’t think I would have known and intramurals if the guy didn’t
come and talk to us about it and help us make a team.”
Participant #2–Alex:
I liked all of the faculty and staff I met. It just seemed more casual than going to class.
Like the guy who did the diversity walk thing, I’m pretty sure he was a professor. I saw
him like that next week in the cafeteria, and he remembered me. It was cool how different
people came in and talk to us.
Participant #3–Nicole:
The counseling director came to our lounge and introduced herself and talked about time
management. She gave us all free planners and told us to fill out the planner with our
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class schedule and other activities. She also told us to plan study time, which I thought
was weird because I had never had to plan study time in high school. I just did it after
school at home.
Participant #3–Nicole:
One thing my RA told me was to use my resources. I would go and talk to her a lot about
what I was dealing with, and she helped me. She’s the one who helped me get signed up
at the tutoring center. I didn’t even know the tutoring center existed, so I was thankful for
that.
Participant #3–Nicole:
The counselor that I mentioned earlier she helped me a lot this year dealing with some
personal stuff. I didn’t know that the school gives students free counseling. So her
coming and telling us that and being so nice made me go and see her. I also got to know
the lady in charge of the career center. She came and talked to us about how to make a
resume and how to interview for a job. Every time I saw her around campus, she spoke to
me and remembered my name. That made me feel special.
Participant #3–Nicole: “I felt like I was gaining a lot. I thought it was special that these
people came to talk to just my community.”
Participant #4–Matt:
I think the best advice I got my first year was from my RA when she told me to just go
and talk to my professors. That they’re people to and want me to succeed. Even though
they’re giving me work, they want me to do well. That advice helped a lot because I built
a positive relationship with all of my professors.
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Participant #5–Amanda: “They make me feel comfortable with my abilities to be able to
talk to them whenever, so I would be able to approach them, yeah.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “I felt like I got to know some of the people who work for the
school on a more personal level, you know. It was easier to approach them and ask for
help when I needed it.”
Participant #6–Robert: “We had different people come and talk to us at night about
leadership and different thing to do on campus. I liked that a lot.”
Participant #7–Jennifer: “I liked when people came and talked to just us.”
Participant #7–Jennifer:
Yeah, getting to know faculty and staff was a big part of it. The RA told me not to be shy,
and she promised they don’t bite or anything. She made me feel more comfortable
considering she’s older, and I looked up to her.
Findings Related to Research Question 4
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
In exploring how first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their experiences with other students at the institution, three themes
emerged. Research participants described discovery of commonalities, finding group support,
and financial constraints as revealing of their experiences.
Theme 10: Discovery of commonalities
Theme 11: Finding group support
Theme 12: Financial constraints

112
Theme 10: Discovery of commonalities. The tenth emerged theme that addressed
research question four was named discovery of commonalities. This theme comprises research
participants’ described feelings of finding commonalities among their peers and making positive
connections based on their similar experiences. Six of the research participants felt that through
involvement in their community, they were able to make connections with peers and establish
bonds of related experience and background. Below are the significant statements research
participants detailed concerning discovery of commonalities.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
So I started to make a lot of friends in my community. Then I noticed that I had a lot of
the same classes with the same people, and that made it easier to approach them because
we had the same stuff going on. We were able to form a relationship and talk about things
going on in the class. Then we started hanging out in the lounge. Once I started making
friends and studying with people that helped a lot.
Participant #2–Alex:
I met a lot of people who were also first-generation students, so we’re just learning it as
we go together. My roommate is (first-generation); a lot of the people on my floor were,
in one of the first meetings we had in the dorm we raised our hands, and there was a good
number of people around me who were first-generation.
Participant #2–Alex:
On like the first day of school, we had a big meeting with everybody who lived on the
wing, and we got to know each other. I liked that because I met some new people who
lived around me that were doing the same classes that I was doing.
Participant #2–Alex:
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We’re all literally one big family. I think that us living next to each other and doing the
same things made us bond together. We learned about each other’s differences and things
we have in common. I really enjoyed my experience.
Participant #3–Nicole:
The first friend I made was my roommate. She came from a small high school like me but
from a different state. We became very close. She’s the one who got me out of the room,
and we started going to things together.
Participant #3–Nicole:
Before I got to know my roommate, I felt lonely. Even though we shared a room we
didn’t really talk the first few days. I guess we were both a little standoffish and were
trying to figure each other out. But once we started talking and getting to know each
other better, we instantly clicked.
Participant #4–Matt: “At one of the meetings early on, we took this test to see what our
personality color was and how we work with people. It was scary accurate.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “But I met a lot of other first-generation students here, so I
haven’t felt too different.”
Participant #5–Amanda: “You could always find a group of people just hanging out in the
lobby, and you felt comfortable talking to them because you knew them already.”
Participant #7–Jennifer: “I feel like it was easier to talk to people on my floor because
some of them are first-generation too. We talk about it during our meetings and stuff and
things that we’re going through.”
Theme 11: Finding group support. The eleventh emerged theme that addressed
research question four was named finding group support. Finding group support includes
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research participants’ described interactions with other students and the development of a group
support network. All seven research participations specified that they found a system of group
support through involvement in their community. Below are the significant statements research
participants detailed concerning finding group support.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
One of my favorite things we would all do together was the weekly study sessions in the
lounge. I almost always came to those because I had like ten people in the same classes as
me, and we supported each other. If someone missed class or missed the study group we
all would reach out to them. We became like, and family, and I really liked that.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I felt like I had a group of people I could rely on.”
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I made a lot of friends. I am still really close with a lot of the
people who did emerging leaders. We definitely became a family.”
Participant #2–Alex:
I think the group activities we did helped us get to know each other, so that was good.
Just having a group of people who wanted to hang out and do stuff together helped me
out because I knew I could rely on them if I needed any help.
Participant #2–Alex:
A couple of us would always get together and go to the football game or when the school
had the comedian come. We went to stuff together. I don’t think I would have gone to as
many things as I did unless I had that group to go with because we had that bond that
trust.
Participant #3–Nicole:
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I’ve always been shy, so being a part of a community that did things together helped me
come out of my shell. It made me feel more comfortable. By the end of the year I was
friends with everyone in the community.
Participant #3–Nicole:
Some of the people I met in emerging leaders I’m still best friends with. We still have a
group message that we all talk in about school and stuff going on. We had a lot of late
nights hanging out, laughing, and going through the same things. I’ve shared some things
with my friends I met in emerging leaders that I’ve never told anybody else. We became
really close as a community and looked out for each other. So those friendships are still
there.
Participant #4–Matt:
I made a lot of friends that I’m still close with today. We made that bond during our first
semester, and we all stay in touch even though we don’t live together anymore. I still
have classes this year with some of the people from last year.
Participant #4–Matt: “Everybody would bring their chairs to the lounge and hang out and
study. I felt like we all supported each other and wanted each other to succeed.”
Participant #5–Amanda:
At I think the second floor meeting we had the RA asked us to raise our hands if we were
stressed out about school or anything else. Almost every single person raised their hands
and the RA asked if anybody wanted to say why they’re stressed out. This other girl who
lived across on me said that she was stressed out because she failed a biology test. So the
RA was like raise your hand if you’re talking biology. I raised my hand, and the RA put
like five of us together in a study group to help each other. So, we started meeting like
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twice a week in the study room for biology and then our group started going to lunch
together after class. I didn’t feel lonely after that because I had made friends.
Participant #5–Amanda: “I really liked all of the events we did as a community. That
made us come closer together and bond. I think that I got a unique experience living in
the emerging leaders’ community.”
Participant #6–Robert: “There was always someone that stayed on the same side as me
and took the same class as me so we would just study together and do out work.”
Participant #6–Robert: “I’m friends with pretty much all of the people who did emerging
leaders. We’re all tight still.”
Participant #7–Jennifer: “You never felt that you weren’t included.”
Theme 12: Financial constraints. The twelfth emerged theme that addressed research
question four was named financial constraints. Financial constraints include research
participants’ described feelings of how monetary limitations impacted their social integration
experience. Financial constraint was mentioned by five of the research participants and proved to
be a barrier to social integration. Below are the significant statements research participants
detailed concerning financial constraints.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn:
I would say a barrier has been money. I wanted to join a sorority but decided not to
because I know it costs a lot. There would also be some times where a group of my
friends was going to go out and eat off-campus and invited me, but I knew I couldn’t go.
So I missed out on that some.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn: “I tried to get a job on campus, but they told me all the jobs were
taken. I ended up getting a job at a restaurant off-campus.”
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Participant #2–Alex: “Getting the money to come to school, I had some trouble with that.
I didn’t do the FAFSA until like June, so I didn’t know if I’d have the money to come to
school.”
Participant #2–Alex: “My family wants me to be successful, but it’s tough, especially
financially. They send me money when they can, but it’s not a lot.”
Participant #3–Nicole: “I honestly didn’t think I would be able to afford it. My parents
aren’t able to help me out, so I’m doing this on my own.”
Participant #5–Amanda:
I would say not having money. I have a meal plan, but sometimes the food at the cafeteria
isn’t that good. My parents give me money when they can and buy me groceries when I
go home, but I don’t really have any spending money to do anything.
Participant #7–Jennifer: “My mom and dad were both supportive of my decision but told
me straight up that I was going to have to pay for it on my own.”
Summary
Chapter 4 began by presenting the results of the study. The purpose of this descriptive
phenomenological study is to describe the social integration experiences of first-generation
college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community. The study included a
total of seven research participants (n = 7). First, research participant profiles were established,
highlighting necessary demographic information such as gender, ethnicity, age, and academic
major, followed by a summary of each research participant. Next, a detailed description of each
research participant was offered through a narrative. Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory was
used to frame the analysis of narratives from first-generation college students to describe their
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social integration experiences and transitional challenges. Through one-on-one interviews with
each research participant, 12 themes emerged through significant or relevant statements.
Addressing the first research question of “how do first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-learning community describe their social integration
challenges,” three themes emerged: (1) trouble connecting to peers, (2) difficulty finding a sense
of belonging, and (3) concern separating from family and friends.
Addressing the second research question of “how does this specific population describe
their experiences and involvement in extracurricular activities,” three themes emerged: (4) fear
of negative impact, (5) positive engagement with peers, and (6) introduction to new
opportunities.
Addressing the third research question of “how does this specific population describe
their experiences with institutional faculty and staff,” three themes emerged: (7) higher
expectations, (8) reluctance to initiate contact, and (9) exposure to campus resources.
Addressing the fourth the final research question of “how does this specific population
describe their experiences with other students at the institution,” three themes emerged: (10)
discovery of commonalities, (11) finding group support, and (12) financial constraints. A
comparison of the emergent themes to the existing literature on first-generation college students
will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Chapters 1, 2, and 3 provided an introduction to the study, a review of the literature on
first-generation college students, social integration challenges, and living-learning community,
and the research methodology and data analysis. Chapter 4 discussed the research participants’
profiles and emergent themes organized by the research questions in the study. Chapter 5
presents the overview of the study, interpretation of findings, conclusions, recommendations of
the study, and a summary.
Overview of the Study
This descriptive phenomenological study described the social integration experiences of
first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community.
Student retention and success is a primary concern for American institutions of higher education
as economic challenges and pressures grow (Fink & Inkelas, 2015; Muller et al., 2017).
Retention for the growing number of first-generation college students is a priority of higher
education leaders (Garcia, 2015; Kalsbeek, 2013; Lang, 2015).
A vital component of student success is effective social integration. Tinto (1993)
proclaimed that social integration significantly impacts the likelihood of a student’s college
persistence and success in college. However, first-generation college students struggle with
effective social integration more so than their continuing-generation peers (Nichols & Islas,
2016; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
A proven practice for increasing student social integration is participation in a livinglearning community. Current research on first-generation college students and involvement in a
living-learning community demonstrates numerous positive outcomes including effective social
integration, academic integration, a higher grade point average, increased engagement with
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institutional faculty and staff, formation of healthy interpersonal relationships with fellow peers,
stronger sense of satisfaction with their campus experience and increased graduation rates (Dunn
et al., 2016; Garcia, 2015; Petty, 2014; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Rocconi, 2011; Wilson et al.,
2015). Rural higher education institutions across the United States face distinctive challenges
with student retention and success (Evans, 2016). Rural students often are more academically
unprepared and face more significant economic barriers compared to students in urban areas
(McDonough et al., 2010). Rural students are also more likely to be a first-generation college
student (Hlinka, 2017). Thus, making success all that much more difficult.
The lived experiences of seven (N = 7) first-generation college students enrolled in a
small, rural, Division II institution of higher education located in the southeastern region of the
United States during the 2018–2019 school year and participating in a leadership-based livinglearning community were captured through in-person interviews then analyzed and categorized
into 12 emergent themes. Utilizing a descriptive phenomenological approach, the following
research questions were addressed through the interviews and analysis of narratives from each
research participant:
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
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The study’s principal phenomenon was the social integration experiences of firstgeneration college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning community and how
these research participants described their understandings of transitional challenges.
Interpretation of the Findings
The literature review in Chapter 2 revealed the difficulties and various challenges firstgeneration college students face with effective social integration. Chapter 2 also included
relevant information on specific academic and social integration challenges faced by firstgeneration college students as well as pertinent discussion regarding academic and social
benefits of participation in a living-learning community. The social integration challenges
discussed in Chapter 2 were apparent in the experiences of the students who participated in this
study. This study reaffirms the existing literature of first-generation college students and social
integration challenges. However, this study used a descriptive phenomenological approach to
dive deep into the lived experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadershipbased living-learning community to describe their experiences using their own words. While the
findings related to the research questions can be viewed in Chapter 4, in this chapter, findings
will be interpreted compared to existing literature.
Research Question 1
RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
Addressing the first research question of how do first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-learning community describe their social integration
challenges, three themes emerged: (1) trouble connecting to peers, (2) difficulty finding a sense
of belonging, and (3) concern separating from family and friends.
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Theme 1: Trouble connecting to peers. Enrolling in college is a significant event in an
individual’s life that can be as equally exciting as it is nerve-racking. Social integration into a
new community is a transitional event and can be a stressful time for students. Frequently,
students struggle with making connections with their peers when undergoing a transition. Firstgeneration college students, when compared to their continuing-generation peers, face a more
significant level of difficulty in connecting with their peers and developing meaningful
relationships (Arensdorf & Naylor-Tincknell, 2016; Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
Trouble connecting with peers encompasses what research participants believed to be difficult in
speaking with, forming friendships, and making connections with other students at the
institution.
Five research participants indicated that they experienced initial difficulties forming
friendships, making connections, and speaking with other students at the institution. Arensdorf
and Naylor-Tincknell (2016) asserted, “Learning communities provide value-added social and
psychological benefits to the students who participate” (p. 13). This statement is evident in the
research participants’ descriptions of their experiences of involvement in the Emerging Leaders
living-learning community. Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated: “I would say it was difficult to make
friends at first. It’s just scary sometimes putting yourself out there. I was hesitant at first because
I didn’t know anybody, and nobody knew me.” Participant #3–Nicole described her trouble
connecting to peers: “It started off rocky, and I was nervous about having to make new friends.”
Participant #5–Amanda discussed her experiences initially connecting with her peers “It was
tough for me to make friends at first. Like I met a lot of people, but I didn’t really get too close to
anybody in the beginning.” Participant #6–Robert stated: “The first few weeks of college, you
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know I was really nervous about everything. I was really nervous about making friends and all
that.”
Theme 2: Difficulty finding a sense of belonging. First-generation college students
often have feelings of isolation, loneliness, or a sense that they do not belong or fit in. This
feeling of not belonging can frequently be attributed to a first-generation college student’s prior
academic experience and preparation for college. First-generation college students are typically
academically unprepared to adapt to the academic rigors and demands of collegiate-level
coursework compared to their continuing-generation peers (Garcia, 2015; Soria & Mitchell,
2015; Ward et al., 2012). Numerous researchers have concluded that first-generation college
students typically have lower high school GPAs, lack the necessary study skills to be successful,
and battle a low sense of academic self-efficacy (Majer, 2009; Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria,
2012). Before even beginning their first collegiate course, first-generation college students are
more likely to have specific impeding pre-college characteristics such as a low high school GPA
or low ACT/SAT score compared to their continuing-generation peers, which puts them at a
disadvantage for success (Petty, 2014). Many first-generation students are required to take
remedial classes to begin their college careers, which further separates and alienates them from
their continuing-generation peers (Chen, 2016). Impeding pre-college characteristics and
remedial coursework to start their college career create stressors that can obstruct a firstgeneration college student’s successful academic transition. This limitation and the need for
remedial coursework often result in the development of low academic self-efficacy and selfconfidence (Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Poor academic preparation in a high school environment
is directly correlated to a student being academically unprepared for a successful transition to a
collegiate environment, as college readiness significantly influences retention. Difficulty finding
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a sense of belonging involves research participants’ expressions of isolation, loneliness, and not
feeling as if they belong.
Four of the research participants expressed difficulty in finding a sense of belonging. The
literature supports that involvement in a living-learning community helps students’ better find a
sense of belonging (Garcia, 2015; Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). This study reaffirmed
this statement through research participants’ own words and descriptions of their lived
experiences. Participant #3–Nicole indicated that she felt like she did not belong due to her sense
of self-efficacy: “I just wasn’t confident in myself. I didn’t think that I’d be able to do it.”
Participant #6–Robert stated that he felt that due to his college experience he was not personally
prepared to take responsibility and be on his own which caused a sense of not belonging: “It’s
definitely hard teaching yourself, coming from high school, learning how to adjust to college.
Just being on your own and adulting.”
Theme 3: Concern separating from family and friends. First-generation college
students express concern with separating from family, friends, and their known environment.
Understandably, parents who never attended college often are not able to adequately prepare
their students for college. Therefore, first-generation college students find themselves at an
informational disadvantage due to their parents having no college experience or wisdom to
impart. The transitional experience of attending college and being the first in your family to do
so has a significant impact on the successful outcome of that transition (Covarrubias & Fryberg,
2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Petty (2014) asserted, “Many first-generation students are forced
to have multiple roles while attempting to attend college” (p. 258). They often straddle and work
to balance the culture at home and the culture at college. Balancing two different cultures proves
to make the transition to college more difficult as well as make the ability to develop a social
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support system at college possible. Further, first-generation students are expected to continue to
balance their family responsibilities along with their newfound academic and social collegiate
duties. Due to the tug-of-war between family life and college life, first-generation college
students often “feel a cultural, social, and emotional disconnect from campus life” (Stebleton &
Soria, 2012, p. 14). Concern separating from family and friends comprises research participants’
described feelings of leaving their family and friends behind to enroll in college as well as
expressed difficulty speaking with their family about college.
All seven of the research participants indicated that they felt concerns separating from
their family and friends. Concern separating from family and friends, difficulty talking with
family members about college, and relying on family support for college success are all factors
in the existing literature on first-generation college students (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2014;
Petty, 2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Research participants in this study reaffirm the existing
literature through their descriptions of their lived experiences. Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated that
being apart from her family was difficult and made her feel isolated and different from her peers:
“I was definitely homesick, and everyone around me was having fun. That kind of made me feel
different, so I tried to hide it.” Participant #2–Alex expressed that he felt secluded, and missing
his family impacted his social integration experience: “I felt lonely around September of school,
I was homesick. Don’t get me wrong I was having a fun time in college, but I missed some of my
family and friends who went off to different schools.” Participant #3–Nicole indicated that her
transition to being on her own was difficult: “It was hard at first getting used to being by myself,
like not being around my family every day. I’m used to my mom always being there with me, so
that was the hardest.” Participant #4–Matt conveyed that missing his friends back home
hampered his experience: “I didn’t want to leave my friends, so I was upset about that.”
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Participant #6–Robert mentioned that homesickness hindered his social integration experiences:
“I was homesick bad for a long time. I was having fun and stuff, but I missed seeing my mamma
and friends from high school.” Participant #7–Jennifer had a close relationship with her family,
and being a part made her transition experience more complicated: “The hardest transition for me
is like me, and my family are so close and so leaving them was obviously really hard.”
Research Question 2
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
Addressing the second research question of how does this specific population describe
their experiences and involvement in extracurricular activities, three themes emerged: (4) fear of
negative impact, (5) positive engagement with peers, and (6) introduction to new opportunities.
Theme 4: Fear of negative impact. First-generation students often experience internal
conflict with involvement in campus extracurricular activities. This specific population typically
expresses concerns that getting involved in activities outside of the classroom may negatively
impact their academic performance (Garcia, 2015; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). However,
involvement in extracurricular activities while in college creates opportunities for interpersonal
relationships to flourish and students to make significant positive gains associated with social
integration. Garcia (2015) reported that first-generation college students achieved more
significant gains in critical thinking as a result of extracurricular involvement compared to their
continuing-generation peers. Fear of negative impact contains research participants’ described
feelings of anxiety to become involved in extracurricular activities, thinking that involvement
will hurt their academics.
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Five research participants expressed a fear of engaging in extracurricular activities due to
potentially damaging their academics, which is discussed exhaustedly in the existing literature on
first-generation college students (Garcia, 2015; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). This study validates
current research and further affirms that first-generation college students struggle with this issue.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn described her fear of getting overinvolved in on-campus extracurricular
activities: “I was just scared to take too much on my plate and not be able to focus on school.”
Participant #3–Nicole stated that she experienced academic troubles which influenced her
decision to be involved:
When my grades started slipping, I started to get worried. I wasn’t thinking of anything
else than grades, so it made me not think about the activities. I didn’t want to commit to
more things than I already had. I was worried about being able to focus on my classes.
Participant #5–Amanda indicated that she struggled to balance her involvement and academics:
“I struggled with balancing that early on, and a lot of my friends would invite me to things, but I
knew that I couldn’t go because I had to do homework.” Participant #7–Jennifer as a collegiate
student-athlete noted the barrier between balancing her academics, sport, and extracurricular
involvement:
It’s been hard just staying on top of everything. Like my school work, soccer, and my
friends. I wasn’t prepared for how much more time everything takes, especially soccer.
We have morning workouts, afternoon practice, and then team meetings and study hall at
night. So that’s been tough to manage.
Theme 5: Positive engagement with peers. Developing relationships with peers through
extracurricular involvement is a critical aspect of student success (Garcia, 2015; Jenkins et al.,
2013). Jenkins et al. (2013) asserted, “Supportive peer relationships are important for adaption to
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college and may be more difficult for first-generation undergraduates to establish” (p. 131). The
increased difficulty first-generation college students experience in developing authentic
connections with peers hinders creating strong interpersonal relationships. Positive engagement
with peers includes research participants’ described positive engagements with their peers
through involvement in extracurricular activities.
All seven of the research participants stated that participation in extracurricular activities
allowed them to engage positively with their peers. The research participants’ described lived
experiences validate this theme. Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated that after making friends, she felt
encouraged to get involved in extracurricular events on campus and participate with others in her
community: “I enjoyed some of the meetings and activities we did together.” Participant #2–
Alex formed an intramural team with others in his community: “I do intramurals. We had about
five or six guys all from emerging leaders play together, so that was fun.” Participant #3–Nicole
mentioned that she joined the nurses association but also supported her peers that were involved
in other on-campus organizations:
Yes, a lot of people in my community were involved in different things and would tell us
about it during the floor meetings. My next-door neighbor joined a sorority and really
liked that and two other guys were on the football team. So we would go and support
them at their games. The first thing I joined was the nurses association because I wanted
to meet other people who wanted to be a nurse.
Participant #5–Amanda indicated that she felt better having friends to attend campus
events with so that she did not have to attend alone:
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Then we would go to campus events together and that helped me meet other people too.
Because I didn’t want to go to things by myself. So having people that I had already met
go with me helped so I didn’t have to sit by myself.
Participant #6–Robert stated that he felt that he was informed by his peers and enjoyed attending
campus events as a group: “I always knew what was going on on-campus and where it was at.
We would go to things together when we could. Like the group of us would go together.”
Theme 6: Introduction to new opportunities. Students who participate in
extracurricular activities with their peers while in college are more likely to be retained and
persist to the next year (Muller et al., 2017; Nichols & Islas, 2016; Ward et al., 2012). But, while
extracurricular activities and participating in student organizations are fantastic avenues for
student involvement, many first-generation students are fearful of engaging in activities and
conversations with others (Garcia, 2015; Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stebleton & Soria, 2012).
Exposure to new opportunities while in college allows for opportunities for students to find their
passion or experience something unique. Introduction to new opportunities includes research
participants’ descriptions of their experiences being introduced to new opportunities for
involvement through participation in their community.
Six of the research participants felt that participation in their community helped connect
them to other extracurricular activities on campus or better knew what was happening on
campus. This study supports that living-learning communities help students be more exposed to
new opportunities and better connects them to those opportunities. Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated
that she felt better exposed to various on-campus student organizations through participation in
her community: “I learned about a lot of different organizations and groups on campus.”
Participant #2–Alex remarked that he appreciated his resident assistant informing him of what all
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was happening on-campus each week: “Every week our RA would tell us what was happening
on campus and stuff that was coming up.” Participant #3–Nicole indicated that through
participation in her community, she felt more aware of various involvement opportunities oncampus: “I think that the emerging leaders’ community definitely exposed me to what all is
happening on campus.” Participant #4–Matt also felt that same way as Nicole:
I think that being in the emerging leaders’ community helped connect me to clubs and
things to get involved in on campus. I had a group of people with the same mindset as me
of wanting to go out and do things. That encouraged me to do more than just go to class,
eat, and sleep.
Participant #5–Amanda expressed that her experience encouraged her to look for
involvement opportunities:
I don’t think I would have joined anything my first year if I didn’t live in emerging
leaders. At first, I was kind of hesitant about joining anything. But, the RA encouraged
me to try and join some things. Everyone around me pretty much said they support me,
so, you know. I got the support, so I’m good. I’m comfortable.
Research Question 3
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
Addressing the third research question of how does this specific population describe their
experiences with institutional faculty and staff, three themes emerged: (7) higher expectations,
(8) reluctance to initiate contact, and (9) exposure to campus resources.
Theme 7: Higher expectations. First-generation college students label academic change
as one of the most challenging parts of transitioning to college (Petty, 2014). Compared to their
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continuing-generation peers, first-generation students face challenges in academic persistence at
a much higher rate (Macias, 2013). Further, Davis (2010) asserted, “first-generation college
students are more likely to drop out, more likely to take longer to graduate if they do not drop
out, and more likely to get less out of a college education” (p. 1). Although this transition can be
difficult, a successful academic transition to college is a vital component for retention and
persistence. Academic transitional challenges are influenced by pre-college characteristics and
preparedness and academic integration with institutional faculty and staff (Evans, 2016).
Existing research supports that participation in a living-learning community contributes to an
improved level of overall grade point average, persistence, graduation rate, engagement with
institutional faculty and staff, and academic integration compared to peers not involved in a
living-learning community (Adams, 2014; Davis, 2010; Heaney & Fisher, 2011; Muller et al.,
2017; Nosaka & Novak, 2014; Purdie & Rosser, 2011; Stier, 2014).
In this study, research participants described feelings of higher or amplified academic
expectations from institutional faculty and staff. Thus, this study reaffirms the existing literature
on first-generation college students and academic transition difficulties. Six of the research
participants mentioned that their college professors and institutional staff had higher expectations
of them than initially predicted. Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated:
Some (classes) are just really stressful. What’s real difficult is like coming to class at
eight in the morning that’s all the way across campus. I would wake up and just didn’t
want to have to go all the way across campus.
Participant #2–Alex asserted that he was forewarned about the increased rigor of college
and agreed that is was more difficult compared to high school: “You just hear that college is
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hard. Your teachers tell you that college is so much harder than high school.” Participant #3–
Nicole mentioned that she struggled to adapt to higher expectations and new demands:
In college, there’s just so much more you have to do, and the classes are so much shorter.
In high school, we took things kinda slower. But during the first like three weeks all of
my teachers gave out so many assignments. I was overwhelmed.
Participant #4–Matt expressed frustration with being more responsible and accountable
for his academics:
Teachers usually always remind you about homework and all of that stuff when
professors it’s on the syllabus, and they expect you to look at the syllabus and all of that.
That was a big change. If you don’t go to class and miss a test, the professor won’t just
let you make it up.
Participant #6–Robert detailed: “The classes are tough. I had to learn how to study.
That’s the main thing I had to learn because I ain’t even really have to study in high school.”
Theme 8: Reluctance to initiate contact. First-generation college students face
difficulty developing meaningful relationships with institutional faculty and staff (Covarrubias &
Fryberg, 2014; Petty, 2014). Developing relationships with faculty and staff is a critical aspect of
student success (Garcia, 2015; Jenkins et al., 2013). Davis (2010) advocated that meaningful
encounters with institutional faculty and staff significantly impacted and influenced student
success and persistence. However, first-generation college students often struggle with engaging
with institutional faculty and staff, even stating that they are fearful of conversing with a faculty
member (Nichols & Islas, 2016). This failure to engage can be attributed to a lack of confidence
approaching an expert in academia. Nichols and Islas (2016) found that continuing-generation
students were far more likely to approach, speak, and ask for assistance from faculty members
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compared to their first-generation peers. This lack of faculty engagement can significantly affect
the student academic experience and be a barrier to successful academic transitions for firstgeneration college students. Prior research suggests that a student’s ability to successfully
navigate through their educational journey is heavily predicated on engagement with institutional
faculty (Stebleton & Soria, 2012). This theme encompasses research participants’ fear of
initiating contact with institutional faculty and staff.
Four research participants expressed a reluctance to approach or initiate contact with
institutional faculty and staff. This research reaffirms existing literature on first-generation
college students and reluctance to engage with institutional faculty and staff. Participant #1–
Kaitlyn mentioned that she was not hesitant to approach her professors because she did not want
them to know that she was having difficulty with the material: “I will say that I was very hesitant
to go to the teacher though. I didn’t want to bother her, and I didn’t want her to know that I was
struggling.” Participant #4–Nicole did not initiate contact with her professors for fear that she
would merely be bothering them: “I don’t want to bother them. If I have a question, I usually just
ask someone else in the class.” Participant #5–Amanda specified that she was nervous and did
not approach her professors because she felt shy and afraid to engage with anyone: “Yes because
when I got here I was kind of shy and scared to talk to anyone.”
Theme 9: Exposure to campus resources. From a retention lens, Somers et al. (2004)
stated, “First-generation students need both academic and social support from the beginning of
their college experience” (p. 430). Further, Davis (2010) asserted that meaningful encounters
with institutional faculty and staff significantly impacted and influenced student success and
persistence. Engagement with institutional faculty and staff is an essential piece of successful
academic integration for first-generation college students (Nichols & Islas, 2016; Stebleton &
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Soria, 2012). But, many first-generation college students struggle with engaging with
institutional faculty (Wang, 2013). Positive interactions and involvement with institutional
faculty and staff lead to exposure to various campus resources such as counseling, tutoring,
mentoring, and organization involvement. Being exposed and connected to existing institutional
resources is essential for first-generation college student success.
This theme covers research participants’ descriptions of their exposure to various campus
resources through involvement in their community. All seven research participants felt that
through their involvement in their community, they were exposed to campus resources. This
research supports that living-learning communities provide opportunities for students to interact
and develop meaningful relationships with institutional faculty and staff and be better exposed
and connected to institutional resources. Participant #1–Kaitlyn expressed that after meeting
various institutional faculty and staff through involvement in her community, it made them for
approachable:
I still see and talk to a lot of the speakers who came to our floor meetings. I liked how
they took the time to come to the dorm and talk with us about what was happening on
campus. I think it made them more approachable, and I could put a name to a face.
Participant #2–Alex stated that he would not have become involved in intramurals if he
was not exposed to it through his community. “I don’t think I would have known and intramurals
if the guy didn’t come and talk to us about it and help us make a team.” Participant #2–Alex
further mentioned that he appreciated that the faculty and staff he met remembered him:
I liked all of the faculty and staff I met. It just seemed more casual than going to class.
Like the guy who did the diversity walk thing, I’m pretty sure he was a professor. I saw
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him like that next week in the cafeteria, and he remembered me. It was cool how different
people came in and talk to us.
Participant #3–Nicole voiced that she felt better exposed to campus resources and made
significant gains in understanding what resources were available to her: “I felt like I was gaining
a lot. I thought it was special that these people came to talk to just my community.” Participant
#4–Matt stated that he was able to build positive relationships with his professors and become
better exposed to campus resources:
I think the best advice I got my first year was from my RA when she told me to just go
and talk to my professors. That they’re people too and want me to succeed. Even though
they’re giving me work, they want me to do well. That advice helped a lot because I built
a positive relationship with all of my professors.
Research Question 4
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
Addressing the fourth the final research question of how does this specific population
describe their experiences with other students at the institution, three themes emerged: (10)
discovery of commonalities, (11) finding group support, and (12) financial constraints.
Theme 10: Discovery of commonalities. Living-learning communities typically are built
around a common interest or academic major, and students participate together in events tied to
specific learning outcomes associated with the theme of their community (Arensdorf & NaylorTincknell, 2016). Thus, participants can discuss their shared learning experiences, facilitating
strong connections, and advance a common purpose. First-generation college students often have
feelings of isolation, loneliness, or a sense that they do not belong or fit in. Through participation
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in a living-learning community, first-generation college students connect with others who have
similar interests or develop meaningful relationships with peers who they may not have
associated with before if it was not for the community. This theme comprises research
participants’ described feelings of finding commonalities among their peers and making positive
connections based on their similar experiences.
Six of the research participants felt that through involvement in their community, they
were able to make connections with peers and establish bonds of related experience and
background. This research supports that participation in a living-learning community promotes
the development of bonds and connections with peers for first-generation college students
through the discovery of commonalities. Participant #1–Kaitlyn indicated that after making
friends in her community, she noticed numerous commonalities between herself and her peers:
So I started to make a lot of friends in my community. Then I noticed that I had a lot of
the same classes with the same people, and that made it easier to approach them because
we had the same stuff going on. We were able to form a relationship and talk about things
going on in the class. Then we started hanging out in the lounge. Once I started making
friends and studying with people that helped a lot.
Participant #2–Alex stated that being a member of the community helped me meet and
interact with others who were unlike him: “But living together I got to interact with people who I
normally wouldn’t talk with and that was cool.” Participant #2–Alex also felt that he met
numerous other first-generation college students like himself which made him more comfortable:
I met a lot of people who were also first-generation students, so we’re just learning it as
we go together. My roommate is (first-generation); a lot of the people on my floor were,
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in one of the first meetings we had in the dorm we raised our hands and there was a good
number of people around me who were first-generation.
Participant #5–Amanda mentioned a similar experience as Alex connecting with other
first-generation college students who helped her better acclimate socially: “But I met a lot of
other first-generation students here, so I haven’t felt too different.” Participant #7–Jennifer
asserted: “I feel like it was easier to talk to people on my floor because some of them are firstgeneration too. We talk about it during our meetings and stuff and things that we’re going
through.”
Theme 11: Finding group support. Developing a support system while in college is
critical for first-generation college student social integration and success (Davis, 2010). Support
from their peers influences a first-generation college student’s social integration experience.
Finding group support includes research participants’ described interactions with other students
and the development of a group support network.
All seven research participations specified that they found a system of group support
through involvement in their community. This research supports existing literature asserting that
living-learning communities assist in the formation and development of peer support systems.
Participant #1–Kaitlyn stated that she developed strong relationships with other students in her
community and felt supported:
I think just having friends and people that I know cared about me personally. I felt like I
had a group of people I could rely on. I made a lot of friends. I am still really close with a
lot of the people who did emerging leaders. We definitely became a family.
Participant #2–Alex mentioned a feeling of family among those in his community:
“We’re all literally one big family. I think that us living next to each other and doing the same
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things made us bond together. I really enjoyed the experience.” Participant #3–Nicole asserted
that she felt her community looked out for each other:
Some of the people I met in emerging leaders I’m still best friends with. We still have a
group message that we all talk in about school and stuff going on. We became really
close as a community and looked out for each other. So those friendships are still there.
Participant #4–Matt mentioned that he had remained friends with many of those he met
through participation in his community and believes that peer support is still there:
I made a lot of friends that I’m still close with today. We made that bond during our first
semester, and we all stay in touch even though we don’t live together anything. I still
have classes this year with some of the people from last year.
Participant #5–Amanda believed that she developed a sense of group support through
participation in similar experiences with those in her community: “I really liked all of the events
we did as a community. That made us come closer together and bond. I think that I got a unique
experience living in the emerging leader’s community.” Participant #6–Robert mentioned similar
experiences how he had continued his friendships with those he met in the community: “I’m
friends with pretty much all of the people who did emerging leaders. We’re all tight still.”
Theme 12: Financial constraints. A student’s financial status can be a barrier in
numerous ways. Financial constraint impacts a student’s ability to enroll in college as well as
maintain a low burden of debt. Once a student has enrolled in college financial constraint poses a
challenge for allowing the student to balance their academic experience along with the cost of
living. Many students must work while in college to make living possible and afford things like
food, housing, and entertainment. Having to be employed while in college allows for less time to
be spent engaging in social activities and focusing on coursework. The Black Belt region of
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Alabama, where the vast majority of the institution’s enrolled students come from, is burdened
with an environment that is conducive to a wide range of social, economic, cultural, health,
political, and physical ills. The demographics reported by the 2014 Census Bureau Report
validated that the area is poor, rural, underdeveloped, and comprised of low-achieving schools
(DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015). Rural higher education institutions across the United States
face distinctive challenges with student retention and success (Evans, 2016). Rural students often
are more academically unprepared and face more significant economic barriers compared to
students in urban areas (McDonough et al., 2010). Financial constraints include research
participants’ described feelings of how monetary limitations impacted their social integration
experience.
Financial constraint was mentioned by five of the research participants and proved to be a
barrier to social integration. This study supports existing research on first-generation college
students and financial constraints as a barrier to social integration. Participant #1–Kaitlyn
indicated the money was a significant barrier that prohibited her from getting involved in
extracurricular activities and engaging with her peers:
I would say a barrier has been money. I wanted to join a sorority but decided not to
because I know it costs a lot. There would also be some times where a group of my
friends was going to go out and eat off-campus and invited me, but I knew I couldn’t go.
So, I missed out on that some.
Participant #2–Alex stated that money was a stressor: “Getting the money to come to
school. I had some trouble with that. I didn’t do the FAFSA until like June, so I didn’t know if
I’d have the money to come to school.” Participant #2–Alex also mentioned that while his family
sends money when they can, often is it not enough: “My family wants me to be successful, but
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it’s tough, especially financially. They send me money when they can, but it’s not a lot.”
Participant #3–Nicole stated that her parents were unable to assist her financially, so the cost of
enrolling in college and living on her own was entirely on her: “I honestly didn’t think I would
be able to afford it. My parents aren’t able to help me out, so I’m doing this on my own.”
Participant #5–Amanda also mentioned money as a barrier to her social engagement and
involvement:
I would say not having money. I have a meal plan, but sometimes the food at the cafeteria
isn’t that good. My parents give me money when they can and buy me groceries when I
go home, but I don’t really have any spending money to do anything.
Conclusions
Student retention and success is a primary concern for American institutions of higher
education as economic challenges and pressures grow (Fink & Inkelas, 2015; Muller et al.,
2017). In particular, rural higher education institutions across the United States face distinctive
challenges with student retention and success (Evans, 2016). Rural students often are more
academically unprepared and face more significant economic barriers compared to students in
urban areas (McDonough et al., 2010). As the number of first-generation college students is
expected to continue to increase in the upcoming years, higher education institutions must create
and promote effective programmatic intervention strategies to enhance first-generation college
student social integration.
The purpose of this descriptive phenomenological study was to describe the social
integration experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community. This study sought to answer the following research questions:
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RQ1. How do first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community describe their social integration challenges?
RQ2. How does this specific population describe their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities?
RQ3. How does this specific population describe their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff?
RQ4. How does this specific population describe their experiences with other students at
the institution?
To answer RQ1, first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based livinglearning community described numerous social integration challenges which I categorized into
three themes: (1) trouble connecting to peers, (2) difficulty finding a sense of belonging, and (3)
concern separating from family and friends.
All of the research participants described many of the same social integration and
transitional challenges, even though the participants came from varying backgrounds and
circumstances. For example, Alex and Robert stated that learning to be independent and
responsible was the most significant transitional challenge for them. While Amanda and Jennifer
both experienced intense feelings of homesickness that negatively impacted their ability to make
friends and engage in extracurricular activities. As a first-generation college student, Kaitlyn and
Amanda felt no different from their continuing-generation peers and instead found intrinsic
motivation from their first-generation status. Alex, Nicole, and Jennifer all felt that their status as
a first-generation college student caused them to feel different and like they had to work harder
to succeed compared to others around them.
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All research participants indicated that they enjoyed participating in the emerging
leaders’ living-learning community and experienced positive gains associated with their
involvement. Alex, Nicole, and Robert did not think that enrolling in college was a realistic goal
until the opportunity presented itself. Kaitlyn, Matt, and Jennifer indicated that they believed in
their academic capabilities but did not enroll until presented with scholarship opportunities.
College was a social adjustment for all participants and each had his or her unique challenges.
Making friends also proved to be a challenge for almost all of the participants. Kaitlyn and
Amanda experienced the most difficulties with making new friends, while Alex, Robert, and
Jennifer found it relatively easy to connect with others.
Every participant felt like their family was supportive of their decision to enroll in
college. However, a difficulty discussing college with their parents was shared, and the financial
constraints college caused were also heavily noted across the research participants. Every
participant also found strong peer support through involvement in their community, and this
proved to be a significant positive impact for many as well as an exposure to other involvement
and support opportunities. Participants utilized numerous strategies to adapt to college. Kaitlyn
and Amanda indicated that they had to step out of their comfort zone and put themselves out
there to get engaged with others. Alex, Matt, and Robert all stated that time management was
something they had wished they had learned sooner. A significant barrier to peer engagement
and extracurricular involvement was financial constraints. Kaitlyn, Alex, and Amanda all
mentioned that financial limitations prevented them from being engaged in some aspects.
To answer RQ2, this specific population described their experiences and involvement in
extracurricular activities, which I categorized into three themes: (4) fear of negative impact, (5)
positive engagement with peers, and (6) introduction to new opportunities. All participants felt
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that participation in their community helped connect them to other extracurricular activities on
campus or better knew what was happening on campus. Kaitlyn mentioned that she was exposed
to many different organizations and campus groups, while Alex formed an intramural football
team with others in his community. An interesting theme that emerged was participants’
reluctance to get involved in extracurricular activities due to the fear that it may negatively
impact their academic performance. Nicole specifically mentioned that she did not get very much
involved due to this fear.
To answer RQ3, this specific population described their experiences with institutional
faculty and staff, which I categorized into three themes: (7) higher expectations, (8) reluctance to
initiate contact, and (9) exposure to campus resources. Participants indicated initial apprehension
to approach institutional faculty and staff but quickly overcame this uneasiness after engaging
with staff in informal settings such as in the cafeteria or their community. Many participants
stated that they felt unique that institutional faculty and staff remembered who they were and
made a point to speak to them. Both Alex and Matt talked to their professors, having a
significant positive impact on their social integration experience.
To answer RQ4, this specific population described their experiences with other students
at the institution, which I categorized into three themes: (10) discovery of commonalities, (11)
finding group support, and (12) financial constraints. All participants stated that they made
connections with their peers through participation in their community. The relationships were
predominately positive and allowed each participant to find a support network and a sense of
belonging to the broader community.
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Recommendations
In Chapter 1, the problem was established and clarified. Student retention and success is a
significant concern for American institutions of higher education moving forward as economic
challenges mount and pressure increases. Specifically, rural institutions of higher education
across the United States face distinctive challenges with student retention and success. Rural
students often are more academically unprepared and face more significant barriers to success
compared to students in urban areas. Also, rural students are more likely to be first-generation
college students. First-generation college students, a rapidly growing population, likewise face
unique and distinctive challenges.
Prior research highlights social integration as a critical component of overall student
success. Existing research also validates a proven practice for increasing student social
integration is participation in a living-learning community. Rural institutions of higher education,
such as the one in this study and others with similar characteristics, must seek to embrace
effective programmatic intervention strategies to enhance first-generation college student social
integration and thereby positively influence overall student success. This research allowed for a
deeper understanding of the social integration experiences that first-generation college students
face in the Emerging Leaders LLC and can be transferable to other similar type rural institutions
with comparable student demographics and characteristics.
The findings of this study established that first-generation college students involved in
the Emerging Leaders LLC described social integration challenges such as trouble connecting to
peers, difficulty finding a sense of belonging, and concern separating from family and friends.
When describing how this specific population experienced involvement in extracurricular
activities participants indicated fear of negative impact, positive engagement with peers, and
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introduction to new opportunities. When describing how this specific population experienced
engagement and interaction with institutional faculty and staff participants specified higher
expectations, reluctance to initiate contact, and exposure to campus resources. When describing
how this specific population experienced interaction with other students at the institution
participants’ detailed discovery of commonalities, finding group support, and financial
constraints.
The findings of this study validate existing research on first-generation college students
and social integration challenges as well as the positive outcomes associated with participation in
a living-learning community. In particular, this research provides a blueprint for how rural
institutions of higher education can utilize living-learning communities as effective
programmatic interventions for this specific population. The following recommendations for
practical application and future research are based on the research findings.
Recommendations for practical application. Institutions of higher education, in
particular, rural institutions with similar characteristics as the research site institution, must seek
to establish effective intervention strategies for first-generation college student social integration.
Based on the findings from the study, and the support of existing literature, recommendations for
practical application for addressing these issues include:
Promotion of living-learning communities at rural institutions. Rural institutions of
higher education should continue to explore, expand, and invest in living-learning communities
as effective programmatic strategies to positively impact first-generation college student social
integration. This study found that this specific population when actively participating in a livinglearning community described similar social integration challenges while indicating that they felt
positive social gains associated with their involvement. Thus, the living-learning community
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aided in student social integration. The promotion of living-learning communities at rural
institutions offers an avenue for first-generation college students to interact and engage with their
fellow peers, faculty, and institutional staff, thereby positively influencing the student’s social
integration experience. Rural institutions of higher education should embrace opportunities for
students to engage and develop.
Development of living-learning communities specifically for first-generation college
students at rural institutions. As the population of first-generation college students increases
exponentially across the United States, institutions of higher education should seek
programmatic opportunities to serve this growing and unique population. Perhaps, livinglearning communities, specifically for first-generation college students with themes related to
academic and social success, would greatly assist first-generation college students with their
success at the collegiate level. This research found that first-generation college students
experienced numerous barriers to social integration, including trouble connecting to peers and
difficulty finding a sense of belonging. Many of the research participants in this study indicated
that they found support and motivation from other first-generation college students in their
community. These research participants mentioned that meeting others like themselves assisted
in their transition and provided a peer support network. Living-learning communities targeted
specifically towards first-generation college students would be beneficial for rural institutions of
higher education to address the need to create programmatic intervention opportunities for this
population while encouraging the development of a peer support network.
Recommendations for future research. This research study consisted of seven students
at a single institution of higher education located in a rural area in the southeastern region of the
United States. The research findings may be transferable to similar type higher education
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institutions that are rural and serve a large percentage of first-generation students. The findings
may not be relevant for other types of higher education institutions with different characteristics
such as urban location, a different region of the country, or low first-generation college student
enrollment. Based on the research findings and limitations of the study, there are several
opportunities to extend the research on first-generation college students and social integration.
Cross-sectional study of first-generation college student experiences at multiple rural
institutions of higher education. This study found numerous social integration experiences and
transitional issues that first-generation college students face. However, while this research study
was conducted at a single rural institution of higher education, it would be advantageous if more
research existed on rural students’ social integration experiences as a whole. Further research,
specifically into first-generation college student social integration and transitional experiences at
rural institutions of higher education in different areas of the United States, would allow for a
deeper understanding of the social integration challenges this specific population experiences as
a whole. At the rural institution for this study, being a first-generation college student is not
unique when compared to the overall student demographics. Because demographics of the
research population closely mirror the demographics of the total institutional population, the
research conclusions may be less pertinent to other rural institutions with a low to moderate
percentage of first-generation college students. Students attending a different institution may also
experience differences in their social integration experiences due to the available institutional
resources, programming, and initiatives. A cross-sectional study of multiple institutions would be
beneficial to address the gap in this study and allow for a greater overall understanding of firstgeneration college student social integration experiences.
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Comparison of rural first-generation college student experiences to urban. This
research study focused on a single small, rural institution of higher education located in the
southeastern region of the United States. To enrich the research dialogue surrounding firstgeneration college students and social integration, a comparison of rural student and urban
student social integration and transitional experiences has merit. Existing research confirms that
typically, rural students are more academically unprepared and face more significant challenges
with institutional persistence compared to their urban peers. Also, the region in which this
institution is located is burdened by substantial economic and social difficulties, which is similar
to many other rural institutions. Thus, the social integration experiences of first-generation
college students in a rural setting may differ in an urban environment. A study such as this would
provide valuable information for institutions of higher education in both rural and urban settings
to better serve the growing population of first-generation college students.
Differences in first-generation college student sub-population experiences such as
males as opposed to females. Throughout the study, I noted some similar social integration
experiences related to gender while also observing varying experiences. For example, all of the
research participants who identified as female stated the fear of negative impact that
extracurricular involvement may bring, reluctance to initiate contact with institutional faculty or
staff, and the discovery of commonalities through meeting others in their community.
Meanwhile, the research participants who identified as male all specifically described that they
felt higher academic expectations from faculty and also that being a member of their livinglearning community allowed them to be better connected to other social opportunities. It would
be beneficial to investigate the social integration experiences of both males and females so that
institutions of higher education can implement best practices to support all students.
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Summary
Chapter 5 began by offering a detailed overview of the study followed by an
interpretation of the researching findings. Each research question was addressed utilizing a
descriptive phenomenological approach wherein research participants’ significant statements
were categorized into themes. To answer RQ1, first-generation college students involved in a
leadership-based living-learning community described numerous social integration challenges
which I categorized into three themes: (1) trouble connecting to peers, (2) difficulty finding a
sense of belonging, and (3) concern separating from family and friends. To answer RQ2, this
specific population described their experiences and involvement in extracurricular activities,
which I categorized into three themes: (4) fear of negative impact, (5) positive engagement with
peers, and (6) introduction to new opportunities. To answer RQ3, this specific population
described their experiences with institutional faculty and staff, which I categorized into three
themes: (7) higher expectations, (8) reluctance to initiate contact, and (9) exposure to campus
resources. To answer RQ4, this specific population described their experiences with other
students at the institution, which I categorized into three themes: (10) discovery of
commonalities, (11) finding group support, and (12) financial constraints. Following the
conclusions of the research, study recommendations were made for both practical application
and future research.
Overall Summary
This study consisted of five chapters. Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the study,
statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, background, research questions, definition of
key terms, limitations, and delimitations. Chapter 2 offered a review of the literature focused on
social integration and transitional programming in higher education, first-generation college
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students, and the benefits of living-learning communities. Chapter 3 contained the research
methodology, description of the sample population, and data collection procedures. Chapter 4
presented the research participants’ profiles, and overview of their lived experiences, and
discussion of emergent themes organized by the research questions of this study. Finally,
Chapter 5 offered an overview of the study, interpretation of findings, conclusions, and
recommendations of the study.
This descriptive phenomenological study sought to describe the social integration
experiences of first-generation college students involved in a leadership-based living-learning
community. The study showed that first-generation college students experience significant
barriers related to social integration and face numerous transitional challenges. The study also
helped provide a stronger understanding of the value of living-learning community programs and
the impact that participation has on successful student social integration and transition. This
study’s findings support existing research on first-generation college students’ social integration
experiences and transitional challenges.
This study allowed for a deeper understanding of the social integration experiences of
first-generation college students participating in a leadership-based living-learning community at
a small, rural institution of higher education and may be transferable to other similar type
institutions. In conclusion, this study validates that living-learning communities assist rural
institutions as an effective programmatic intervention to benefit first-generation college students.
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Appendix C: Research Study Solicitation Letter
Hello,
My name is Jeremy Sheffield and I am a doctoral student in the Organizational
Leadership program at Abilene Christian University. I am reaching out to you to invite you to
participate in a study on the social integration experiences of first-generation college students
involved in a leadership-based living-learning community. This study is important as it will
provide information about the barriers students’ face transitioning and integrating into a new
community.
Participation in this study requires that you participate in an interview. The interview will
be conducted either in-person or via phone and will last approximately thirty to forty-five
minutes and will be accommodated to fit your schedule. As a token of appreciation for your time,
you will be given a $25 gift card to Amazon.com. Any identifying information will be removed
from the final documents and analysis.
If you are interested in participating in this study, please respond to XXXXXXXX and
state, “Yes, I wish to be included.”
Thank you,
Jeremy
Doctoral Student
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol
Introduction
1. Why did you decide to enroll in college?
2. Why did you choose to come to this university? What factors went into your college choice?
3. How was your first year of college overall? Tell me about your experience.
4. Why did you choose to join the EL LLC? What is it about the LLC that drew you?
Situation
5. What has been the biggest challenge in your transition to college life? Why?
6. What is it like being a first-generation student?
7. What was being a member of the EL LLC like? Did you feel like you were gaining anything
or losing anything?
8. Was this experience something you would consider positive or negative? Can you give me an
example of that?
Self
9. Was attending college a realistic goal for you? Why?
10. Before joining the EL LLC, how did you feel about beginning your first year of college?
11. Have you ever experienced any other type of change or transition that was similar to
enrolling in college?
12. Do you think that college has been a big social adjustment for you? Why?
13. Tell me about the friends you have made while in college. Was it easy to make friends?
14. Describe some of the extracurricular activities you’ve attended. Was it easy to find things to
be involved with on campus?
Support
15. Tell me about your family. What did your family think about you enrolling in college and
have they been supportive of you?
16. What did your family think about you joining the EL LLC?
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17. What is it like talking to your family about college?
18. Are you enjoying the classes you’ve taken so far?
19. Have you found it easy to communicate and interact with your professors?
20. Tell me about a time you felt lonely, and how you dealt with that?
Strategies
21. What strategies did you use to adjust when you first enrolled in college?
22. What has been the greatest barrier you have encountered while attending college? What did
you do to try and overcome that barrier?
Conclusion
23. After participating in the EL LLC tell me about the friendships you made with other students.
24. After participating in the EL LLC tell me about the connections you made with faculty and
staff.
25. After participating in the EL LLC tell me about your involvement in other extracurricular
activities.

